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Chapter 1 


“Uh, Marshal? Yeah, it’s Dooley. No, no, I’m out in the 
henhouse.” 

Nathan McAllister heard the man talking long before he 
was fully awake. Whoever he was, his voice had a wonderful 
cadence. It was soft yet earnest. Low but lilting. Almost like 
he had an accent, but if he did, it was so subtle Nathan 
couldn't identify it. And then the trace of worry in that tone 
pulled Nathan fully out of his slumber. When he opened his 
eyes, he found a handsome man with the most-mesmerizing 
lavender eyes peering at him. 

“We've got a situation here.” 

Nathan sat up and realized he was buck naked and 
covered in feathers. Bloody feathers. This was a unique way 
to wake up, but what made it even more bizarre was the 
fact that the penis he was looking at, the one firmly 
connected to his body, simply couldn’t be his. Nathan knew 
this for a fact because his dick was circumcised and the one 
that was sitting placidly in his lap wasn’t. Moreover, he 
distinctly remembered having pubic hair, but that was gone, 
too. Tentatively, Nathan reached down and poked the penis 
with his fingertip. Yep, it was definitely his, but he didn’t 
recognize it. Must have been some kind of a party to wake 
up with another man’s cock. 

“Well, there’s a naked man in here with me.” Dooley 
made a face that almost caused Nathan to laugh. “No, | 
didn’t bring him in here. If | was looking for a little nooky, 
the inside of a chicken coop is the last place | would go.” He 
listened for a bit but never took his gaze off Nathan. “You 
better come and have a look.” Dooley turned away and then 
whispered, “Because he’s covered in feathers and there’s 
blood all over his face.” 

Nathan’s stomach roiled. He looked around at the 
explosion of puffy white down and firm feathers and then 
saw two chicken feet. Oh, God, he’d eaten an entire chicken 
but for its spindly yellow feet? The urge to vomit was 
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truncated by his sudden fear. What the hell else had he 
done in the last few hours? His memory felt like a half-full 
balloon. When he pressed on it, the surface simply indented 
and bulged somewhere else. He wasn’t able to get a solid 
handle on anything. 

“Hey, uh, no, no, don’t get up.” Dooley lifted his hands 
and made a pressing motion as if he were holding Nathan 
down with the sheer force of his will rather than touching 
him. “My boss, the owner of the Rough River Ranch, is on 
his way out here to talk to you.” 

“I’m on a ranch?” Another thoroughly novel concept. No, 
wait, somewhere in the far reaches of his memory was a 
stint on a ranch learning to ride a horse. Why he’d learned 
that skill, he couldn’t remember, but he had. The big beasts 
had seemed scary at first, but once he got over his innate 
fear of heights, he’d learned to love the gentle giants. 

“A cattle ranch. Yes, sir. That’s where you are.” Dooley 
rubbed his hand over his chin, which Nathan noticed wasn’t 
Shaved yet. Apparently, he didn’t do that until after his 
chores. 

“Why am I naked?” 

“I was hoping you could answer that question.” Dooley 
tipped his hat back, revealing short brown hair. “I came in to 
feed the chickens like | do every morning and found you in 
here.” 

“How did | get in here?” 

“Another very good question, since the door was shut 
tight with the latch engaged. From the looks of it, you got in 
the little door, but | don’t rightly see how when you're too 
big to fit.” Dooley pointed to the side, and Nathan looked 
over at a door that would easily pass chickens but not a 
man his size. 

“What’s your name?” 

It took a moment, but the answer popped into his head. 
“Nathan. Nathan McAllister.” 

“Good. So, uh, where are you from, Nathan?” 


“California.” It was then the cool dryness of the air struck 
him. “We’re not in California, are we?” Nathan had been all 
over Los Angeles, but he’d never seen a building like this 
filled with nothing but places for chickens to roost. 

“Nope. Welcome to Utah, my friend.” Dooley’s smile was 
engaging and dropped about twenty notches off Nathan’s 
tenseness scale. 

“Utah?” 

“Southeastern Utah to be exact.” 

Nathan had to picture a map of the United States in his 
head, and even then he had to work hard to remember the 
state between Nevada and Colorado. Once he had a clear 
image of where he was in his mind, he was struck by an 
even more perplexing question. “What the hell am | doing in 
Utah?” 

“Gee, | was really hoping you could answer that question 
for me, because I’m pretty sure you didn’t come here to eat 
my chickens.” 

Nathan’s stomach did another flip-flop. “Are you sure | 
ate one?” 

“Yeah.” Dooley crouched down and brushed his hand 
lightly over Nathan’s shoulder. “You got feathers all over 
you.” From his back pocket Dooley took a bandana and 
handed it to Nathan. “You might want to clean up a bit. You 
know, your face.” 

“Don’t tell me anymore.” Nathan closed his eyes and 
wiped off his face without looking to see what came off. He 
felt nauseous, but he didn’t want to vomit, not when he was 
in a very small space with a very nice man. “Did | get most 
of it?” 

“Here, let me.” Dooley took the blue swath of fabric from 
him, wetted it in the long metal trough that ran down the 
length of the henhouse, then dabbed gently but thoroughly 
at Nathan’s face. “There, that’s got you looking a whole lot 
more presentable.” 

There was a flash of something in Dooley’s eyes. A 
hopeful kind of light that shone out, looking for an echo in 


"m 


Nathan. Whatever it was Dooley was searching for, he didn’t 
seem to find it because his hope evaporated rather 
suddenly. He stood, tucked the bandana away, then turned 
toward the door. 

“Wait!” Nathan struggled to his feet, but he was too late. 
Dooley was gone, and in his place was the biggest man 
Nathan had ever seen. The man had to stoop over quite a 
distance to enter the chicken coop. Once he was inside, he 
was able to stand but only just barely. If he was wearing a 
hat, his head would have hit the roof. As it was, his black 
hair almost brushed the rough planks of the peaked ceiling. 

“I’m Marshal Roberts.” He extended his hand. 

“Nathan McAllister.” Nathan clasped his hand and gave 
an anticipatory wince, but the crushing grip never came. 
Marshal shook firmly then released his hand. 

“Why don’t you tell me what you’re doing here?” 

From the way Marshal blocked the door, it was obvious 
Nathan wasn’t going anywhere until he gave this mountain 
of a man some answers. At six feet tall, Nathan wasn’t 
usually the smallest guy in the room, but compared to this 
man he felt practically like a little kid, and it certainly didn’t 
help matters that he was naked. Marshal had to be at least 
six foot eight and three hundred pounds. Moreover, he was 
fully dressed. 

“Better yet, why don’t you tell me who you're looking 
for?” 

It was then that Nathan recalled the pressing dreams 
that had driven him here. He didn’t have all the details of 
the last forty-eight hours, but he did know exactly who he 
was after. “I’m looking for Jake Tanner.” 


Chapter 2 


Jake Tanner settled behind his desk with a sigh. Rarely 
did he find himself dreading the day, but today had to one 
of the absolute worst days he would suffer in a long, long 
time. He was as irritable as a baby with a messy diaper and 
as fussy as a sleep-deprived child. All he wanted was to 
finish up his court appearances, the requisite paperwork, 
drive back to the ranch, climb into his lonely bed, and sleep 
for a week. Still, he knew he’d do all of that after he 
watched the video one more time. Try as he might to resist, 
he found he simply couldn’t. Another viewing wasn’t going 
to give him any more answers than he already had, but that 
didn’t seem to stop his hand from reaching for the mouse. 
With three clicks, he had the video up and running on his 
computer screen. 

Rather than fast-forward through the entire thing and 
suffer hearing the homophobic slurs of the bigoted Sheriff 
Judd Kingsley again, Jake had cued the video right to the 
part that fascinated him. As Jake kept his camera lens 
riveted on Kingsley, thrilled to finally have proof of his 
abusive tendencies, a sleek black coyote leapt onto the 
screen and flattened Kingsley. 

At the time, Jake had been so shocked he’d forgotten 
about the camera tucked into the palm of his hand. There 
were three agonizing seconds of him filming nothing other 
than the clear blue sky before he dropped the lens down 
and recorded his boss and very good friend Marshal Roberts 
in coyote form standing on top of a passed-out sheriff. Jake 
had been so stunned by the transformation he hadn’t 
believed his eyes. Even now, in the safety and privacy of his 
office, Jake still didn’t quite believe what he’d recorded, but 
try as he might, he couldn’t find any trickery. 

Marshal had been standing near him on the porch, and 
then suddenly, he’d become a beautiful black coyote that 
had knocked the sheriff flat. 


“And scared the man so bad he’d wet his pants.” That 
had pleased Jake more than he’d thought possible. Sheriff 
Judd Kingsley was a notorious asshole who seemed to have 
alienated just about everyone in Scorpion County, including 
the men and women who worked for him. His nasty ways 
were what made this day one to be loathed. For six to eight 
hours, Jake had to sit in the court and listen to Kingsley 
testify about various cases. Since Scorpion was a small 
town, they didn’t have the ways or means to have county 
cases heard on a daily basis, so once every thirty days they 
did a marathon session. All the cases for an entire month 
were handled on that day. As one of the few lawyers in the 
county, Jake always had to attend. Since Kingsley was the 
sheriff, he had to testify about any and all cases he had a 
hand in. It was amazing what the pompous bully managed 
to stick his pudgy fingers into. Every fucking case on the 
docket somehow in some way involved the king of slime. 
Jake reminded himself he only had to do this once a month, 
but that didn’t make it any more tolerable. 

When his phone rang, Jake answered without checking 
the caller ID. Frankly, he didn’t know why Marshal had 
gotten that feature on their phones, since none of them 
seemed to screen their calls. 

“Jake Tanner.” 

“Jake?” 

One word brought back a rush of memories so intense 
Jake shot to his feet. “Nathan?” 

“It's me.” 

“Where are you?” Jake couldn’t seem to get his heart to 
stop doing an Irish jig in his chest. 

“l'm at the ranch.” 

“You're at Rough River Ranch?” In addition to his work as 
a lawyer, Jake also worked as a wrangler on the Triple R. 
“How in the world did you get out there?” 

“It’s a rather long story.” 

Jake opened his mouth, but nothing else came out. He 
didn’t know quite what to say. 


“Jake?” 

“I’m here.” This time, Jake deliberately infused his voice 
with a cool aloofness that would have impressed the Queen 
of England. No how, no way was Jake letting Nathan know 
how he felt about him. The last time he’d done that he’d 
ended up in a world of hurt. He simply wasn’t going to take 
that risk a second time. Break my heart once, shame on 
you, but there will be no breaking my heart a second time to 
put the shame on me! 

“| need to see you.” 

All those years that had separated them seemed to 
compress until they were no longer than a nanosecond. The 
hurt Jake had felt, the burning rejection, all of it seemed 
somehow less real. But it was real. Nathan had taken Jake’s 
heart and not just hurt the fragile thing. He’d smashed it to 
smithereens. As much as he considered himself an 
intelligent, thoughtful adult, Jake couldn’t forgive and forget. 
Not with Nathan. Not after what Nathan had done. 

“Please.” 

Again, one word brought back a slew of memories, most 
of them good. In fact, the only bad ones in the bunch were 
all created on that last day, that fateful day when the truth 
had come out and there was no going back. 

“Please.” 

Ah, that lone word. How it messed with his head. Jake 
had grown proficient in pushing Nathan to the brink of 
sexual insanity until his begging chants had finally provoked 
Jake into letting him find release. It was that soft way he 
said please. That one word always breached Jake’s alpha 
Shell and touched his heart. He gave in when Nathan said 
that word in that plaintive, submissive tone. It pushed Jake. 
It pleased his alpha beast so that he felt superior, so that he 
felt like he’d conquered. Only then, only when that aspect of 
himself was satisfied, could Jake drop all pretenses and 
simply be with Nathan. 

“Please.” 


The urge to let down his guard was powerful, but the 
hurt was stronger. 

“Why don’t you go on back to your wife?” Jake barely 
paused for breath. “And once you get there, you give that 
kid of yours a hug.” Jake hung up before Nathan could say 
anything else. 


Chapter 3 


Nathan hung up and handed the phone back to Marshal. 

“You okay?” Marshal asked. 

“Not so much.” Nathan shook his head. 

“Well, it’s his long day in town. | didn’t figure he’d be 
able to get free. He usually ends up renting a room in 
Scorpion and staying over for a night.” 

Nathan nodded and then looked down at his borrowed 
pants. “Thanks for these. And for letting me clean up. And 
the use of the phone.” Frankly, the man had been incredibly 
generous given the circumstances. What was so strange 
was that after getting a good look at him, Marshal seemed 
to have just accepted that Nathan belonged out here. It was 
disconcerting to have Marshal be so certain when Nathan 
himself didn’t feel that way at all. Obviously, he’d been 
driven to come here, and he knew it involved Jake, but other 
than that, Nathan didn’t really have a clue about what was 
going on. 

“Sure thing.” Marshal let out a long, slow sigh. “Why 
don’t you tell me how you got out here?” 

“I think I’d probably better be going.” 

“| don’t think so.” 

Nathan felt a pang of fear tighten his belly. 

“You have a perfect allover tan that l'Il bet you didn’t 
have before you woke up this morning.” 

Considering where he’d woken up, that was the least of 
the curious things Nathan had noticed. “So?” 

“So, you’re just going to have to trust me that you're in 
the right place. I’m kind of an expert on these things.” 

After their brief conversation in the henhouse, Marshal 
had sent Dooley to get Nathan a robe and some shoes. 
Dooley had dutifully returned with both items, and once he 
was partially dressed, Nathan had followed Marshal across 
the gravel drive and into the farmhouse. 

Nathan got the distinct impression that Marshal, for 
whatever reason, simply didn’t want Nathan to go. He 
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wouldn’t say why no matter how many times or how many 
ways Nathan asked. When he found out Nathan was an auto 
mechanic, his face lit up and he’d offered Nathan a job on 
the spot. 

“You don’t even know if I’m any good.” 

“Well, you certainly can’t break the trucks worse than 
they are. Now go wash up. You have a busy day ahead of 
you.” 

Nathan had been so astounded by the entire thing he’d 
dutifully followed Marshal’s directive. Marshal had allowed 
Nathan to bathe in the main bathroom on the first floor. 
When Nathan had stepped from the shower, he’d found a 
pair of stiff, line-dried jeans, a clean shirt, and a pair of 
cheap flip-flops. When he’d finished up in the bathroom, 
he’d followed the smell of food to the kitchen. The scent of 
bacon had been strong, making his mouth water, but when 
Nathan remembered the entire chicken he’d apparently 
chowed down, his stomach protested so violently he was 
worried he’d never be able to eat again. 

The massive room was both kitchen and dining room. 
Men lined both sides of the large wooden table that took up 
one side of the room. They continued to eat as they stared 
at him. Nathan felt he was being silently judged. However, 
he had no idea if he’d passed their test or not. Nervously, 
he’d looked around for a familiar face, but when his gaze 
landed on Dooley, the man deliberately looked away. For the 
life of him, Nathan had no idea what he’d done to hurt him. 
There was that curious moment in the chicken coop where 
Dooley had been searching Nathan’s face for something. 
When he hadn’t found it, he’d retreated. And it looked to be 
a full and permanent withdrawal. As much as Nathan 
wanted to know, he might be better off staying in the dark. 

“Have a seat and dig in. Oh, and I’m Cassidy.” The man 
had longish curly hair and an open, happy face dusted with 
a light beard and mustache. “If the rest can free up their 
mouths for two seconds, they might take the time to be 
courteous and introduce themselves, but don’t count on it. 


The cattle aren’t the only animals on this ranch.” Cassidy 
pointed to an empty chair that was wedged between two 
very large men. Nathan swallowed and sat down. Again, he 
rarely felt like a small man at six foot and two hundred 
pounds, but at this table, he felt he had stumbled into a land 
of giants. Cassidy leaned over the table and deposited a 
food-filled plate in front of Nathan. “Coffee?” 

“Yes. Thank you.” Nathan looked up in time to see 
Cassidy smile. His curly brown hair tumbled into his 
cinnamon sweet eyes, making him look almost angelic. 
Once he handed over a set of utensils wrapped in a cloth 
napkin, he turned back toward the stove. Nathan peered 
down at his plate. Scrambled eggs, bacon, hash browns, and 
toast. As good as it looked, his impromptu chicken dinner 
flashed back, destroying his appetite. 

“Name’s Spencer, but everyone calls me Doc.” The man 
to his right pushed up his black-framed glasses with his 
finger then offered out his hand. 

“Nathan.” He shook his hand. His grip was much like 
Marshal’s—warm, firm, but not crushing. 

“Anyone call you Nate?” 

A very long time ago, Jake would sometimes call him 
that, but Nathan said, “No, not really.” 

“Ah, well. Man on the other side of you is Corbin. He’s the 
strong, silent type.” 

Nathan gave him a nod, and Corbin nodded back. The 
man never once stopped chewing his food. 

“Sorry about that, but it’s kind of eat or be eaten around 
here at breakfast.” Doc took another big bite of his 
scrambled eggs. Given how brightly yellow they were, 
Nathan figured that’s how Dooley had discovered him. He’d 
been out in the chicken coop collecting fresh eggs for 
everyone’s breakfast. This also explained why they had so 
many chickens. It would take a lot of birds to keep these 
men in eggs. Nathan felt even worse about having eaten 
one. “Don’t let it bother you.” Nathan startled, fearing Doc 
had somehow read his mind. “Everyone feels a little funny 


the first day or two, but before you know it, you’ll whipping 
out your willy and peeing like you’ve known us your whole 
life.” 

“Oh for the love of Pete!” Cassidy flashed a frown at Doc 
over his shoulder. “Leave him alone, Doc. The last thing he 
needs it to hear any of your weirdness.” Cassidy brought 
over a huge pottery mug filled with coffee. The scent was so 
strong and wonderful Nathan almost cried at the normality. 
“Cream? Sugar?” 

“No, | take it black. Thank you.” And Nathan truly was 
grateful. He felt he’d been plucked out of the real world and 
tossed into a cowboy movie. Wait, scratch that. He’d been 
tossed into a cowboy movie starring men who could clearly 
double as professional football players. Or boulders. Possibly 
both. 

While the men around him scarfed down their meals, 
Nathan sat very still and sipped his coffee. He held onto his 
mug almost as if he did so for dear life. He wasn’t afraid, not 
of any of these men, but he needed the warmth and 
comfort, so he plastered his hands around the big coffee 
cup, closed his eyes, and sipped. If heaven could be served 
in a cup, this was it. 

“So you know Jake?” 

When the entire table of men went silent at Doc’s 
question, Nathan opened his eyes and realized every man 
was Staring at him, their gazes hungry. 

“Uh, yeah. Why? Is there a problem?” 

“No. Not that | can see.” Doc flashed him a grin that 
Nathan couldn’t figure out. 

“Jake’s a lucky bastard,” Corbin said around a mouthful 
of food. 

The other men resumed eating, but the look in their eyes 
was very similar to the look that Dooley had given him. For 
the life of him, it seemed all of them were somehow terribly 
disappointed that Nathan was there to see Jake. Almost as if 
each of them had held out hope that he was there to see 
them. It was so strange but compelling nonetheless. 


After a while, the food started to disappear and the men 
left the table. All of them cleaned their plates then stacked 
them neatly on the left side of the sink. Nathan happily 
passed his loaded plate on to another man who managed to 
wolf the food down in six bites. Nathan was glad his hands 
were well away from the man’s mouth lest he eat them, too. 
As good as the food looked and smelled, all he wanted was 
his coffee. Once the men departed, Nathan breathed a sigh 
of relief. 

“I hear you.” Cassidy poured himself a cup of coffee and 
settled at the battered wooden table across from Nathan. “I 
love every one of them, | truly do, but they can be a little 
intense when they eat. If a man isn’t careful, he could lose a 
digit.” 

Nathan laughed, since he’d had that exact same 
thought. “Why did everyone seem so disappointed that | 
was here to see Jake?” 

“Ah, well.” Cassidy blew on his coffee then took a sip. 
“It’s hard to see another man getting something you want.” 

“And what’s that?” 

“You are here to see Jake, right?” 

Nathan nodded. 

“And you were found naked in the chicken coop, right?” 

Again he nodded while trying not to blush. 

“Do you have a perfect allover tan?” 

This time Nathan refused to confirm. “What the hell is up 
with that?” Marshal had pointed out the same thing. It was 
true, but unless Cassidy was going to fill in the details where 
Marshal hadn’t, Nathan would take the stance of a politician 
on the news. He would neither confirm nor deny the state of 
his allover tan. It was asinine, but he would cling to it 
anyway. 

Cassidy leaned closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. 
“And lIl bet your johnson has a nifty little turtleneck now 
that he didn’t have before.” 

Shocked, Nathan leaned back. How the hell did Cassidy 
know that? Were there cameras in the bathroom or maybe 


just an old-fashioned hole in the wall? That Marshal had 
known wasn’t much wonder, not when he’d seen Nathan 
buck naked in the chicken coop, but unless Marshal had 
telegraphed that info to Cassidy, there was simply no way 
for him to know the intimate details about Nathan’s cock. 

“And if you were to go into the bathroom, you’d discover 
that whatever dental work you had before is now totally 
gone.” 

Nathan darted a glance toward the direction of the 
bathroom. 

“Go on. Go look. l'Il wait here.” Cassidy made a shooing 
motion with his fingers. 

Nathan returned to the bathroom, bellied up to the sink, 
leaned over, and peered into his utterly perfect mouth. Not 
only was all of his dental work gone, but the lower teeth 
he’d had straightened in high school were returned to their 
former jumbled state. It wasn’t a horrible issue, but it had 
bothered his mother, so Nathan had been forced to wear 
braces on his lower teeth for two years. The memory of that 
pain flashed in his mind. And then the fact that something 
had happened that had so thoroughly altered him made him 
back away from the mirror. 

It was then that he noticed his eyes, which were always 
deep blue, were now a most vivid shade of azure. Nothing in 
the world was the color of his eyes. Nothing found in nature, 
at any rate. As he stood there, seeing his familiar self but 
with all these curious changes, he wondered if he’d been 
abducted by aliens. That would certainly explain all this 
weirdness. The little green men had picked Nathan up in Los 
Angeles, probed him, altered him, and then dropped him off 
in Utah. Why Utah, he didn’t know. Maybe because the state 
was covered with lots of uninhabited land, so the aliens 
could conduct their bizarre business in private. 

After ensuring he was alone, Nathan reached back and 
touched his bottom. No tenderness greeted his pressing 
fingers, and when he'd washed himself, he hadn’t sensed 
any pain in his back door. If the aliens had anally probed 


him, as aliens were wont to do, they had been very gentle. 
Or maybe they hadn’t bothered. Nathan laughed. Perhaps 
the aliens had learned all they could via rectal probing. And 
then he sobered. It really wasn’t funny that something 
strange had clearly happened to him and he had no memory 
of what. 

“And whatever it was also gave me back my foreskin.” 

“Yeah, that’s one of the other things that happens.” 

Nathan jumped about a foot in the air. 

“Sorry.” Cassidy frowned and then sipped from his 
pottery cup. “I just wanted to come in and make sure you 
were all right. The last guy this happened to had amnesia 
for almost two days.” 

“Two days?” That didn’t sound so bad to Nathan. 

“A lot can happen in two days.” A bell pinged, causing 
Cassidy to tilt his head and then brush his curls back with 
his free hand. “That would be my bread. Come back to the 
kitchen with me and l'Il do my best to help you through all 
this.” 

“All what?” Nathan asked, dutifully following behind 
Cassidy. 

“Why, your induction into life on the Triple R.” 

“The what?” Nathan had heard of Triple X, both the 
movie and the ultimate porn rating, but he’d never heard of 
the Triple R. 

“Rough River Ranch.” Cassidy set his coffee cup on the 
table, grabbed a pair of oven mitts from a drawer, opened 
the oven, and then pulled out six of the most-beautiful 
loaves of bread Nathan had ever seen. They were all 
perfectly shaped and the smell...oh, man. If heaven had a 
smell, Cassidy’s bread loaves echoed it. Once he had them 
on the top of the oven, he brushed each deep brown crust 
with an oil-coated paintbrush. 

“What’s that?” Nathan asked, standing closer so he could 
get a better smell. 

“Butter.” 

“And you're putting it on with a paintbrush?” 


“It was new.” Cassidy gave him a dubious frown. “It’s 
also about four times cheaper than something you could 
buy in one of those fancy kitchen stores.” 

“So you're frugal and practical.” 

“I suppose | am.” Cassidy beamed. “If necessity is the 
mother of invention, then frugality is a distant cousin, | 
Suppose.” 

“Doesn’t Jake help out moneywise?” 

“I’m not going to talk money specifics with you, as that is 
not my business. All | do is run the kitchen, laundry, and 
pitch in other places when | can.” 

“| didn’t mean to offend.” 

“Not at all.” Cassidy started over with the first loaf and 
gave all of them a second coating of butter. “Just that | 
wanted you to know my limits.” 

“Why do | have perfect teeth and an allover tan?” 
Nathan thought if he started with the answer to that he 
could perhaps get a little more grounded. 

“Marshal didn’t explain?” Once Cassidy had greased all 
the loaves twice, he put oven mitts on both hands and 
proceeded to extract each loaf from the bread pan then 
placed it on a wire rack to cool. 

“No, he got called away.” 

“Ah.” Cassidy removed the mitts and put them back in 
the drawer. “Maybe | should stay out of it.” 

“Or maybe he should talk to the guy who had his 
memory messed up for two days.” 

Both Cassidy and Nathan turned. In the doorway of the 
kitchen was a man who was built almost exactly like Nathan 
himself. He was six feet tall and had dirty blond hair. But 
what literally riveted Nathan’s attention were his eyes. They 
were the most unique green. There was no earthly color that 
could ever match that of this man’s eyes. 

“I’m Elliot.” He extended his hand, and Nathan lifted his 
as if he were in a dream. When they touched, there was a 
flash of knowing, camaraderie, brothernhood—something 
intimate and compelling. “I’m Marshal’s mate.” 


Mate? He almost laughed out loud but realized that 
would be impossibly rude. “I’m Nathan.” 

Elliot grinned and nodded. “And you’re Jake’s mate.” 

Nathan’s jaw dropped. He had a gut feeling he was here 
to see Jake, but from a visit out of the blue after a decade to 
some kind of commitment like mate, well, that was a pretty 
damn big leap to make. 

“Oh, don’t look so surprised.” Elliot grinned. “It’s the way 
of our kind.” 

“Our kind of what?” 

Rather than answer, Elliot flashed him an enigmatic 
smile. “Why don’t we sit down and have something to eat?” 

“No, thanks.” Nathan was beginning to doubt he’d ever 
eat again. “Apparently, | already ate one of the chickens.” 

“Oh, that, yes. Marshal mentioned you were found 
covered in feathers with blood on your face. But never fear. 
It was a perfectly normal thing to do.” 

“You often have people showing up and eating your 
chickens?” 

“Oh, no. Not people.” Elliot took Nathan’s hand as if they 
were lifelong friends. “You ate it while you were a coyote.” 


Chapter 4 


“What the hell, Marshal? | call you and call you and you 
won’t answer then you hire the very man | was calling you 
about?” Jake had been stalker calling Marshal in between his 
cases. Funny how Marshal didn’t pick up until almost the 
end of the day. 

“Hey, he’s an auto mechanic. And a damn good one. He 
got the old blue Ford running again. He also knows how to 
ride a horse. That makes Nathan a prime candidate to work 
on the Triple R.” 

Jake tried to keep his fury in check, but that was difficult 
to do. “Marshal—” 

“Look, I’m aware there’s some kind of history between 
you and Nathan, but you don’t have to work with him. 
Honestly, your paths will probably never cross.” 

“Probably.” 

“Right. | mean, unless you need a vehicle repaired. Since 
you have the newest and nicest car on the whole ranch, you 
should be fine.” 

“Then why do | feel like I’m totally getting jerked around 
here?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Jake hung up the phone. Since he was using his cell, he 
didn’t get that satisfaction at slamming the phone down. 
The effect of smashing a button with his thumb just wasn’t 
nearly as fulfilling as banging a handset into the wall was. 
There was something to be said for old-fashioned phones. 

“And old-fashioned ideas about what’s right and wrong. 
But then again, that never was Nathan’s strong suit, was 
it?” Just thinking of the look on Nathan’s face when Jake had 
finally confronted him surged fresh anger. The way he’d 
hung his head and hadn’t been able to meet Jake’s eyes was 
louder and clearer than any confession. That action had said 
it all, hadn’t it? No one, but no one, did that unless they 
were thoroughly guilty as charged. 


Ten years and hundreds of court cases later, Jake 
considered himself an expert on when someone was telling 
him the truth. That was why he never, ever asked one of his 
clients if they had really committed whatever crime they 
were accused of. Jake didn’t want to take the chance they’d 
confess that they had, because if they did, he’d never be 
able to fully represent them. Jake honestly believed in truth, 
justice, and the American way. He didn’t lie. Period. Not 
even little white lies passed his lips. If one of his friends 
asked if a particular outfit was flattering and Jake didn’t 
think it was, he’d tell them in no uncertain terms. He simply 
wasn’t wired to fib. 

That was why he couldn’t forgive Nathan. 

And that was probably one of the reasons why that video 
haunted him. 

That day he’d lied about what happened. Oh, no one had 
asked, but he’d agreed to the story they’d all concocted. But 
a lie of omission was still a lie in Jake’s book. The fact that 
no one had grilled him about his part in what had transpired 
on the Triple R during the arrest of Elliot James didn’t excuse 
Jake's willingness to lie. He had good reason to join in with 
the falsehood, but still, that didn’t assuage his conscience. 
Protecting the secret of Marshal and Elliot, that they were 
both coyote-shifters, was important, but it also chaffed 
against something that was central to the way Jake saw 
himself. How could he continue to present himself as a man 
of truth when he’d been willing to pass off the biggest lie in 
the world? 

As if to reaffirm he’d seen what he’d seen, he opened his 
laptop and played the video again. Kingsley was standing 
there and then suddenly he was flat on his back with an 
enormous black coyote on top of him. After the longest 
three seconds in the world, the camera caught further proof 
of Marshal’s amazing shift because Elliot begged him not to 
harm the sheriff and Marshal had looked at Elliot—like he 
understood every word. 


Jake had seen some dogs who certainly seemed to 
understand English, since they obeyed their owner’s 
commands, but this was different. Elliot didn’t issue an 
order. He made a persuasive argument that had swayed 
Marshal to step off the sheriff’s chest. Eating the man’s face 
wouldn’t solve their problem. It would only bring more men 
out to the ranch. Nothing sparked an investigation like a 
dead lawman. And the beautiful black coyote had listened. 
When he’d stepped off, he’d turned and looked right at Jake. 

Seeing the video of that moment sparked the same 
visceral reaction in Jake. His adrenaline shot up. His palms 
started to sweat. His breathing felt constricted like bands 
were being tightened around his chest. All because when 
the Marshal coyote had looked at Jake, there was human 
intelligence in his gaze. Vivid turquoise eyes unlike any 
normal color in the universe had peered up at Jake with 
calculated intellect. At the time, Jake had tried to swallow 
the lump in his throat, and he tried again now, both times 
without success. 

“You know me. You recognize me, and what scares the 
hell out of me is that | recognize you, too.” Jake stopped the 
video and traced his finger over the details of the black 
coyote’s face. There were no markings of any kind. Just 
those riveting blue eyes in jet-black fur. In his drive to 
understand, Jake had spent his sleepless nights learning all 
he could about coyotes. Most of them never got beyond fifty 
pounds. The creature staring back at him from the screen 
had to be one hundred fifty pounds easy. It was shaped like 
a coyote with a longer, slimmer snout than what a wolf or a 
dog would have, and the ears were also fairly distinctive, 
along with the bottle-brush tail, but what drove Jake 
absolutely bonkers was wondering where the rest of 
Marshal’s mass had gone. 

“Yes, doctor, I’ve accepted that a man can transform 
himself into an animal, but the math of the mass is what 
bothers me. According to my calculations, there’s one 
hundred fifty pounds of Marshal somewhere other than in 


that coyote.” Jake shook his head. “And now I’m talking to 
myself. This day is just going to keep getting better.” 

“Well, it is going to get better starting right now.” 

Jake jerked his head up and darted his gaze to the door. 
Owen Conner, his paralegal, business partner, and a soon- 
to-be attorney, stood in the doorway, loosening his red 
power tie. 

“Get your wallet, counselor. You owe me about four 
drinks, by my reckoning.” 

“Three. The Simmons case was a wash.” Jake shut his 
laptop. One of the ways they got through the marathon 
sessions was by betting on the outcomes of various cases. 
Owen was very good at determining which way things would 
fall. He almost always came out ahead because he was 
better at determining the likelihood of how people would be 
swayed, where Jake followed his gut instinct of what was a 
just outcome. Owen said justice had very little to do with the 
American legal system, and Jake was finding that more true 
each day. 

“Fine. Three drinks it is, but I’m still buying dinner.” 

Jake rose, loosening his tie. Unlike Owen, Jake didn’t go 
for the bright red “look at me” power tie. His was an 
understated blue that matched his suit. Still, since they 
were done with court for the day, he didn’t need it, so he 
took it off and tossed it on his desk. 

“That is the best place for these things.” Owen tossed his 
there, too. “Only mankind is stupid enough to wear a noose 
around his neck. Did you know that?” 

“Dogs wear collars.” 

“That humans put on them.” 

“Tell me more, oh great man of wisdom.” They gathered 
their belongings, Jake locked the office, and then he and 
Owen left the building and headed up the street to the local 
watering hole. The air was dry and still hot, but with the sun 
starting to dip down behind the bluffs, the temperature was 
cooling rapidly. That was one of the most-curious things 


about living in a high desert area. Blistering daytime heat 
evaporated into remarkably chilly evenings. 

Owen slipped off his jacket, and Jake followed suit. Each 
of them hooked the collar with their index finger then tossed 
the bulk over their shoulders. They would probably need 
them when they left the restaurant. 

“Well, another tidbit I’ve gathered is that one simply 
can’t hide from one’s destiny.” 

“Is that so?” Jake had a feeling Owen had been talking, 
or texting, rather, with someone on the ranch. They 
probably hadn’t told Owen all the gritty details, but they’d 
told him enough to make Owen think he knew what was 
going on. All Owen really knew, though, was that a man 
from Jake’s past was on the ranch waiting for him. The men 
of the Triple R gossiped more furiously than a bunch of 
investigative reporters. Everyone knew about Marshal and 
his mate, Elliot. All the men were primed to get their own 
mate. That another naked and amnesiac man had shown up 
only confirmed their beliefs. Their disappointment that 
Nathan was for Jake was tempered by the fact that, sooner 
or later, they’d get a mate of their very own. The only 
problem was Jake didn’t want Nathan as his mate. Jake 
wanted a mate, that was a given, but he wanted someone 
he could trust. That was something he and Nathan would 
never have. 

“Indeed.” Owen stepped around a hole in the sidewalk. “I 
hear tell that there’s a man waiting for you at the ranch.” 

Luckily, it was as he suspected. Owen only knew the man 
part and nothing about the whole mate business. “I’m sure 
somewhere there’s a man out there for me, but | seriously 
doubt that man is Nathan McAllister.” Jake also gave the 
hole a wide berth then met up with Owen on the other side. 
Their shoulders bumped, and then they separated. “Maybe 
you’re the man for me.” 

“Naw. Remember? We tried that.” Owen grinned, 
revealing his perfect white teeth. “It was a disaster of epic 
proportions.” 


Jake couldn’t help but laugh when he remembered the 
one and only time he and Owen had tried to hook up. It had 
been a long day, pretty similar to the one they’d just had, 
and they’d done well, so they were celebrating in the office 
with a bottle of scotch from a pleased client. They’d been 
leaning together, looking at something on Jake’s laptop 
when they’d both just turned and looked at one another. 
After a series of drunken kisses, they’d struggled for control, 
with each trying to push the other onto his back on the 
desk. In their skirmish, they’d knocked everything off Jake’s 
desk, broke his laptop, and realized their coming together 
would never work when they were both totally alpha. 

When both men wanted to give rather than receive, they 
simply couldn’t work out. Not as lovers, at any rate. But 
they made excellent work partners. And that was the way 
they had stayed, despite the fact that they found one 
another attractive. As Owen, the king of pithy wisdom had 
noted, several hot kisses did not an abiding relationship 
make. 

Rather than let it become a source of awkward tension 
between them, they’d laughed their asses off, continued to 
drink, and passed out in the office with one of them on each 
of the couches that bracketed the entry door. They often 
joked about their night of alpha bliss but vowed to never 
repeat it, not unless one of them had a huge shift in what 
they craved sexually. 

That was one place where Jake and Nathan had never 
had a problem. Nathan was utterly submissive to Jake. The 
night when they’d met at a party, both of them a little tipsy, 
they’d ended up dancing in the dark then necking with a 
feverish hunger that was all consuming. There had been an 
earthquake that night in Southern California, and neither 
one of them had paid it any attention. The entire state could 
have broken off like a cookie and tumbled into the Pacific 
Ocean and they would have kept right on fucking like crazed 
animals. 


Nathan had a way of whimpering that drove Jake out of 
his mind. As he walked down the street with Owen, that 
sound filled Jake’s head, causing his dress slacks to tighten 
over his swelling cock. That sound. God. That whimpering 
cry of surrender had sparked the alpha hunter in Jake, and 
he’d claimed Nathan by penetrating his sweet, tight hole. 
With his legs up high, his ankles hooked over Jake’s 
shoulders, Jake had taken Nathan while looking right into his 
eyes. He’d demanded his unconditional surrender, and when 
he had it, he’d gone a little crazy. 

“It was the first and only time | didn’t use a condom.” 

“What?” Owen stepped aside for a woman walking her 
dog then came close to Jake’s side again. 

“Nothing. Just ruminating.” Jake was desperate to shake 
off those memories because that was all they were— 
memories. He wasn’t going to get close enough to Nathan 
for a repeat performance, and that was that. 

“After you, my good man.” Owen pulled open the door to 
the Red Rock Café. 

“Thank you.” Fried food, cold beer, and the sticky-sweet 
scent of apple pie, the café specialty, were almost like a 
physical blast in the face. Jake’s belly rumbled and his 
mouth watered as he stepped inside. And then, everything 
stopped as his field of vision compressed until all he could 
see in the massive space was one person. 

Nathan. 


Chapter 5 


Nathan swallowed hard. Jake Tanner stood in the 
doorway of the café with his blazer tossed casually over his 
shoulder. His face was more weathered now, he was a bit 
broader than he had been a decade ago, but there was no 
mistaking those high-octane-espresso-brown eyes. Nathan 
felt pinned to his seat and then prodded and examined. He 
held very still, hoping against hope that, after all this time, 
Jake would have softened his attitude toward what Nathan 
had done. 

When Jake’s jaw clenched, shame washed through 
Nathan, but this time, he refused to lower his head. Back 
then, he’d done the right thing. He believed that even now. 
God, he’d missed Jake something fierce, and he’d wished he 
could have explained, but he couldn’t. Infinite time and a 
million words were never going to wipe away the hurt. A 
decade later and the wound he’d ripped across Jake’s heart 
was still raw. 

“Let’s go, Owen.” Jake turned on his heel, but his 
colleague caught his shoulder, preventing him from moving 
out the door. 

“Just come and sit down,” Owen coaxed. 

Jake’s back tensed, causing all his muscles to bunch and 
flex under the white shirt that clung to him. A light sheen of 
sweat plastered the fabric to his skin, outlining the power of 
his form. Broad shoulders tapered down to trim hips, which 
gave way to powerful thighs a speed skater would envy. 
However, what held Nathan’s attention was Jake’s butt. All 
these years later and he still had strong buttocks that would 
be able to rock his hips without surcease for hours. Just the 
thought of being on the receiving end of those vigorous 
strokes had Nathan’s entire body shivering ever so slightly. 

“It’s okay. He'll come around.” Elliot patted Nathan’s 
thigh under the table. On the other side of Elliot sat Marshal, 
who stood and walked over to Jake. 


Nathan couldn’t hear what Marshal said, but whatever it 
was turned out to be effective because Jake stopped trying 
to leave and instead turned around and walked over to their 
table. Nathan’s relief was short lived. Rather than sitting 
down next to him, Jake sat as far away as he could get. If he 
moved any farther away, he’d be at another table, but at 
least he’d joined them. Nathan considered that progress. 

“Baby steps, right?” Elliot asked. 

“Right.” Nathan could not take his eyes off Jake. The 
intervening years had been more than kind to him. His white 
shirt was open two buttons, showing off the dark brown hair 
that covered his chest. Nathan had loved following that trail 
down to Jake’s belly button and then lower, into his briefs, 
where the hair thickened and darkened around his powerful 
prick. Nathan licked his lips. Jake’s cock was long and thick, 
making fellatio difficult, but not impossible, and Nathan had 
reveled in practicing. On his knees, looking up, feeling Jake’s 
fingers in his hair, hearing those gruff growls of pleasure— 
sucking Jake’s cock had been reciprocally pleasurable. 
Nathan loved to give and Jake loved to get. 

“Stop staring at me,” Jake snarled. 

Nathan automatically dropped his gaze then defiantly 
lifted it along with his eyebrows, almost like he was daring 
Jake to do something. 

A snarl twisted the handsome off Jake’s face, making him 
look animal and base. “You. Up. Now.” Jake stood and 
pointed toward the back of the café. “Go.” 

Nathan stood and went where he was ordered. He 
couldn’t help but notice the farther back they went, the 
darker the hallway became and the faster his heart 
pounded. When he’d apparently gone far enough, Jake 
grasped his shoulder with one big hand, spun him, and 
pressed him against the wall, holding him there by stepping 
close. 

Every nerve in Nathan’s body went haywire. His senses 
Sharpened as the smell of Jake filled his lungs. Faint traces 
of cologne were drowned out by the scent of his workaday 


sweat. But what made coherent thought impossible was the 
feel of his powerful form pressing against him. Just like they 
had all those years ago, they fit together perfectly. And try 
as he might to appear disinterested, Jake’s hard cock told a 
far different story. 

“| don’t know why you’re here, and | don’t really give a 
shit, because all | want is for you to leave.” 

Holding his gaze was possibly one of the hardest things 
Nathan had ever done. “Just because I’m submissive doesn’t 
mean I’m a doormat.” 

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “What the hell does that mean?” 

“You don’t own me.” Not yet, at any rate, Nathan 
thought. “You can’t tell me to go and expect me to obey.” 

“I’m not getting involved with you again, Nate.” Even as 
he spoke, his fingertips made caressing swirls against 
Nathan’s shoulder. “You shouldn’t have come here.” 

“| didn’t have much of a choice.” Nathan tried not to do 
anything to anger Jake, but it seemed even blinking irritated 
him. 

“How the hell you got Elliot and Marshal wrapped up in 
this mess, l'Il never know.” Over and around his fingertips 
soothed. 

“They said I’m your—” 

“You're not.” Jake cut him off and moved just the 
Smallest bit closer. “I don’t like liars, so there’s no way in 
hell I’d claim one as my mate.” 

The word caused Jake to flick his hips, which caused his 
cock to make a hot, hard swipe against Nathan’s. Against 
his will, he uttered a whimpering cry. 

“Don’t do that.” Jake struggled to catch his breath. 
“Don’t you dare make that sound, and what the fuck is up 
with that smell?” Jake’s nostrils flared as his hand against 
Nathan’s shoulder tightened. “God, it’s you. You smell so— 
damn, you. This isn’t going to work. I’m not an animal. I’m 
not in heat or whatever the fuck this is Supposed to be, so 
stop. Just stop.” 

“l'm not—|l—” 


Whatever he was going to say was swallowed up when 
Jake’s mouth settled over his. Growling with hunger, Jake 
flattened Nathan to the wall with the entire length of his 
body. As he deepened the kiss, he rocked his hips, rubbing 
their pricks together, creating friction that increased the 
heat between them. 

Lost in bliss, Nathan lifted his hands and held onto Jake’s 
shoulders. 

“Up, get up against me.” Jake tore his mouth away long 
enough to issue his order, and then he bodily lifted Nathan 
by grasping his hips, forcing his legs apart. “That’s it. Ah, 
yeah. That’s where | want you. | want to feel that tight little 
hole rubbing up and down the length of my cock.” 

Nathan’s head was spinning. Gone was the furious, 
resistant Jake. In his place was the masterful man who was 
never satiated. Jake had bent Nathan a hundred different 
ways as he tried to slake his lust, but nothing ever satisfied 
his beast. Over and again he would grasp Nathan, pin him 
down, fuck him hard, and each time only made him 
famished for more. It was madness, and Nathan had 
rejoiced in his ability to make the powerful man beyond any 
kind of rational thought. Even here, in the back hallway of a 
bustling café, Jake wasn’t able to stop once he got started. 
Sexual hunger consumed him. 

“I’m going to fuck you, and then I’m going to forget you.” 
His tongue plunged into Nathan’s mouth, forcing him to 
breathe through his nose. Grinding his hips forced Nathan’s 
back into the wall, but Nathan didn’t care. If he broke him, 
destroying him with his passion, then at least they’d be 
done and finished with one another. That would be better 
than another ten years of longings denied and substitute 
partners who never came close to igniting the same fire. 

When Jake pulled back to take a breath, Nathan said, “Do 
it. Fuck me. | don’t care if you walk away when you’re 
done.” It was a lie, but Nathan knew if Jake took him once, if 
he claimed him, even in a brutal way, he would seal their 
fate. There would be no going back this time. There would 


be no undoing of a bond forged with heat and lust. All 
Nathan could hope for was that love would also bloom once 
the hurt in Jake had been soothed. 

“Liar.” Jake grasped Nathan’s hips and pounded him into 
the wall with his powerful thrusts. “Don’t you ever tell the 
fucking truth?” 

“I want you. I’ve always wanted you.” Nathan’s heart 
squeezed hard. “Please.” 

“Tell me the truth.” 

“| did. It’s always been you. | don’t care how you do it, 
just do it. Just fuck me.” 

“And what if after | do, | simply walk away?” 

“A part of me will die just like last time. Is that what you 
want to hear?” 

Jake’s erratic breathing lessened, and Nathan realized it 
wasn’t the same. He had more control now. His worst fear 
was that Jake would walk away before they completed their 
union, and Nathan would be left to try to soothe himself. 

“Tell me that you never loved her.” 

“Do you want me to lie?” Nathan knew this was the 
damage between them. The unforgivable sin. But even here, 
so close to getting what he most desperately wanted, he 
wasn’t going to compound his prior mistake by lying again. 
If Jake wanted the truth, Nathan was going to give it to him, 
even if it destroyed their second chance. 

“I want you to make it so your betrayal never 
happened.” 

“I can’t. | wouldn’t even if | could.” Darcy wasn’t the 
problem, not really. The fact that Nathan had lied to Jake 
about the entire affair was what ate at Jake’s soul. 

“If you love her so much, why are you here?” 

“Because | love you, too.” And that was the God honest 
truth. 

“| can’t.” Jake swallowed hard, but he didn’t let go. 

“Please.” 

Jake closed his eyes and rested his forehead against 
Nathan’s. It seemed that for each easier breath he was able 


to take, his grip tightened. Almost as if he was trying to 
intellectually talk himself out of going any further, but his 
body resisted what his brain was trying to accomplish. 

Nathan knew if he begged him with his soft tone and 
uttered that submissive whimper, he could push Jake right 
over the edge. But that wouldn’t be a true victory. Nathan 
wanted Jake crazed and filled with lust, but he also wanted 
Jake to have no regrets. If he manipulated him into claiming 
him, there would always be misgivings. So Nathan kept his 
eyes open, his mouth closed, and his hands steady against 
Jake’s strong shoulders. All he could do was hang on and 
hope that Jake made the right decision. 


Chapter 6 


“Not here. | won’t do this here.” Jake took a step back, 
and it was clear from the look on Nathan’s face he thought it 
was all over. If he could stop, Jake would, but he couldn’t. 
Rather than set him down, Jake cupped his massive hands 
to Nathan’s bottom, holding him against his chest as he 
moved down the dark hallway. At the end there were three 
doorways. One said women, the other said men, but Jake 
chose the unlabeled one. 

Once he had it open, the smell of cleaning products was 
strong and he realized they had stumbled upon the janitorial 
closet, but he didn’t care. He wanted Nathan. He’d tried to 
get Nathan to lie to him in an effort to remind himself that 
Nathan was not the right man for him, but he’d refused to 
do so. Not even when Jake demanded to hear that he never 
loved Darcy, Nathan had held his ground. Perhaps Jake had 
asked more to punish himself for still loving a man who 
loved him in return but loved another, too. It didn’t matter 
that Darcy was a woman. It was that Nathan had apparently 
been able to split his affections. Thankfully, Jake’s damaged 
ego had not brought up Nathan’s son. That was a love that 
was pure, and Jake had no interest in taking that love away. 
But Darcy. That was where his pride refused to let go. 
Nathan had loved her enough that he’d married her when 
she’d gotten pregnant. Even now, when he thought of 
Nathan with someone else, the beast in him roared with 
frustration. Nathan was his and his alone. Nathan had 
surrendered himself to Jake. Nathan should not have gone 
and mounted another, any other, because he should have 
belonged exclusively to Jake. 

In the dark, he found what felt like a desk and settled 
Nathan’s bottom on it. 

“I want these gone.” Jake leaned back and yanked at the 
fasteners of Nathan’s pants. The fabric felt rough and thick, 
keeping his mate from satisfying his needs. 


“Here, let me.” Nathan pushed Jake’s hands away, and in 
what seemed forever, but was probably only four seconds, 
he had his shoes off and his pants down. Now all that 
blocked his access was his underwear. In his haste, Jake 
grasped them between his powerful hands and literally tore 
them off. Before Nathan could protest, Jake covered his 
mouth, kissing him silent. His need was obscene. If he didn’t 
get inside the snug, tight heat of Nathan’s bottom, he was 
going to go mad. “Now. | need you now.” 

“I’m here. Oh, God, Jake, hurry.” 

Jake slipped his hand down and parted his pants then 
shoved his briefs down. “Fuck. Lube.” 

“Don’t stop now. | don’t care if it hurts.” 

“I do.” Jake pulled him close by digging his fingers in his 
hair and tilting his head back for a blistering kiss. “I’m not 
going to rape you in some back room.” Madness and need 
still clamored against Jake’s animal, but his human mind and 
heart were stronger. He wanted Nathan, but he wanted to 
give him pleasure, not inflict pain. “I’m going to ease your 
need, and then you'll ease mine.” 

Before Nathan could protest, Jake lowered his head and 
pulled Nathan’s cock into his mouth. Pre-cum was slick and 
sweet, urging him to suck his shaft deeper. A hundred 
memories of doing this to Nathan exploded in his mental 
landscape, and when Nathan uttered that compelling cry, 
that whimper of surrender, Jake’s beast rose, hungry to 
taste his ultimate satisfaction. 

Come for me. | want you to cream into my mouth so | 
can drink you down into my soul. 

“Ah, God, Jake!” Nathan clung to him then leaned back. 

“What the—” The door opened, letting enough light in so 
that Jake could see Nathan was balanced on his arms on the 
desk, his fingertips turning white as he clung to stop himself 
from thrusting. 

“Shut the door now!” Jake’s snarled command startled 
the waiter, and he instantly did as he was bid. The door 
closed, and Jake took Nathan’s cock into his mouth again. 


“I’m not going to last. Ah, Jake, please. | want you inside 
me. | want—l—oh!” 

He came, and Jake drank him deep. His taste was 
ambrosia, and Jake hungrily took all that Nathan had to give. 
When he was certain Nathan was done, Jake released him 
from his mouth, and before he knew it, Nathan had his lips 
wrapped around Jake’s cock. 

“Ah, yeah.” Jake dug his fingers into Nathan’s hair. “Your 
mouth. Your beautiful, talented mouth.” Never had anyone 
been able to suck him with the skill that Nathan did. Jake 
knew the secret wasn’t Nathan’s technique. It was because 
Nathan was utterly focused on what he was doing. He 
worshipped Jake’s prick with his lips, teeth, and tongue. 
Nathan used his strong hands to tease Jake’s balls, and then 
he eased two fingers below the hairy sac and rubbed in a 
tight, strong circle. 

“That’s it. Ah, Nate. My love.” As soon as the words left 
his mouth, Jake wanted to take them back, but it was too 
late. He’d told the truth, and there was no going back on it 
now. After all these years and the pain of his betrayal still 
fresh and raw in his heart, Jake still loved Nathan. In a 
desperate attempt to obscure the truth, he reverted to 
rough words and dirty thrusts that caused Nathan to choke 
upon his length. “That’s it. Milk me with your mouth, your 
hands. Suck my cock like the sweet, hungry submissive you 
are. Get on your knees, Nate. That’s where a servant 
belongs.” 

Nathan slid off the desk and settled on the floor before 
Jake’s body, and he never missed a beat as he sucked 
hungrily. 

“That’s it. That’s my sweet slave. So willing to do his 
master’s bidding.” It was a trick that Jake had used when 
he’d felt himself falling too far too fast for Nate when they’d 
met. But it was foolish, because it hadn’t worked then and it 
wasn’t working now. Denigrating Nathan only made Jake’s 
soul hurt because he didn’t feel that way at all. Despite all 
he’d said and done in the intervening years, Jake still loved 


Nathan with a fierceness that was almost terrifying. Letting 
him go once was hard enough, but letting him go twice 
would be impossible. 

And then the answer came to him. If he claimed Nathan, 
then he couldn’t leave. Ever. Moreover, they would gain the 
ability to shift into coyote form, something that both 
frightened and fascinated Jake. But basing his relationship 
on a lie...ah, there was the rub. Nathan’s heart would always 
be split. Jake didn’t know if he could handle that. Even if he 
was first choice, which Jake didn’t think he was, he couldn’t 
live with the notion of Nathan’s split affections. Worse, when 
Jake thought of Nathan and Darcy’s son, he became even 
more reluctant to stake his claim to Nathan. No matter what 
he wanted or needed, he couldn’t live with himself if he took 
a child’s father away. 

Jake’s fingers tightened against Nathan’s head, slowing 
his effort to make him climax. Trying to think while Nathan 
was working his magic was next to impossible. A part of him 
Saw no harm in this, their mutual oral bliss, but Jake couldn’t 
let go. He simply couldn’t surrender without a clear plan in 
mind. It was the lawyer in him, the pragmatist. He had to 
make Nathan his. Not just for now. Not for just a year or two 
or even a decade. Jake wanted Nathan bound to him for 
eternity. Rather than let him finish, Jake released Nathan’s 
head from his gripping fingers and stepped back, pulling his 
prick from between his pursed lips. 

“Jake?” 

After hastily dressing himself, Jake reached down and 
helped Nathan to his feet. 

“What’s wrong? Why did you make me stop?” 

As much as Jake wanted to lie, he couldn’t. It simply 
wasn’t in his nature. Even though he knew it was harsh, he 
told Nathan the truth. “I can’t do this. | can’t claim you when 
you have split loyalties. Darcy and your son will always be a 
part of you. As they should.” Jake paused, letting that sink 
in. “As they should.” He repeated those words because he 
wanted—no—he needed Nathan to understand. “This isn’t 


just about you and me. They matter a great deal to you, and 
| understand that. | can’t claim you as my mate when you 
have a love besides me.” 

“Jake, wait, it’s not what you think.” 

“For the love of God, Nathan, please don’t tell me that 
you don’t love your wife and son.” If he dared to even say 
such a thing, Jake would never be able to respect him. What 
kind of man threw his son aside? Only a despicable man. 

“No. | wasn’t going to say that.” 

There was a Short, sharp rapping at the door. 

“Are you dressed?” Jake asked. 

After a moment, Nathan said, “Yes.” 

Jake opened the door, and there stood the manager of 
the Red Rock Café. Thank God it was a woman Jake knew. 
“I’m sorry. Commandeering your back room was beyond 
rude.” 

Her gaze darted between Jake and Nathan, and the ire in 
her eyes faded. “Well, we’ve all been there.” She held the 
door open and lifted her brows. It was clear she understood 
how intense sudden passion could be but just as clear she 
didn’t want anyone fornicating in her janitor’s closet. 

Jake exited with Nathan right on his heels. The thought of 
having to return to the main dining room was a bit 
intimidating, but night had fallen, rendering the café more 
club than restaurant. With the lights kept low and the music 
turned high, the bulk of the patrons didn’t even look up 
when Jake and Nathan returned to the table where Owen, 
Elliot, Marshal, and a few other men from the ranch sat. 
Those men, however, noticed, and every single one of them 
had a big grin. Well, they did until Jake and Nathan sat 
down. 

“You didn’t claim him.” Marshal sighed. 

“It’s none of your business.” Honestly, Jake couldn’t 
believe that his boss and friend was sticking his nose into 
something that had absolutely nothing to do with him. 

“It is.” Marshal moved closer and lowered his voice. 
“Take a good look at this table. What do you see?” 


“A bunch of guys | work with.” 

“Look again. Pay attention to what they are looking at.” 

When Jake slowed down and really took the time to look 
at his fellow ranch hands, he noticed all of them were sitting 
upright with their chests as wide as possible. It was almost 
like they were having a contest to see which of them could 
win the best posture in the world award. When he looked 
closer still, he noticed their eyes were overly bright, and 
they licked their lips often. Several of them were preening 
by brushing their hair back. And then he noticed the flaring 
nostrils and how every last one of them was sniffing and 
grooming themselves while looking right at Nathan. 

“I can’t have an unattached beta running around the 
ranch. It’s going to be total chaos.” 

Jake let out a low, loud growl that carried down the 
length of the table despite the ambient noise in the café. 
Every one of the men looked up at him, but rather than back 
down, they offered up growls of their own. Fuck. As Jake sat 
there scratching his head and debating what the hell to do, 
Nathan let out a whimper that riveted every alpha’s eye 
back onto him. 

Nathan’s eyes went wide when he found himself the 
object of so much attention. Rather than bask in the glory of 
being lusted after, he curled in and pressed against Jake’s 
side. A surge of protective power made Jake sit taller as he 
pulled his mate near. This time when he let out a low growl, 
the other men grumbled, but they didn’t growl back. But 
Jake knew he couldn’t just posture as Nate’s mate. 

Jake had to claim Nathan, or he was going to lose him. 


Chapter 7 


“Why was everyone growling like that?” Nathan pulled 
the borrowed T-shirt over his head. The edge of it covered 
up his bottom, but only just barely. Frankly, he could be 
wearing a suit of armor and he’d still feel underdressed. Jake 
hadn’t taken his eyes off him since they’d returned from 
dinner. The way he was looking at him made Nathan 
alternately excited and afraid. He wasn’t so sure anymore if 
Jake wanted to eat him or fuck him. Given his growling and 
Snapping behavior at the restaurant, perhaps he would do 
both. Fuck him and then eat him. 

“Everyone was growling because you’re an unattached 
beta around a pack of horny alphas.” Jake had traded in his 
business suit for a pair of sweatpants and nothing else. His 
broad chest was darkly tan, and his crisp hair kept leading 
Nathan’s gaze from his pectorals straight down to his cock. 

Nathan was finding keeping his gaze and hands off him 
next to impossible. But he did, because he sensed Jake 
wasn’t quite ready to take the final step. That he wanted 
him was clear, but him making a major commitment with so 
much still between them was something that Jake simply 
couldn’t do. As much as Nathan wanted him, he wasn’t 
going to push. Getting Jake to claim him with his body didn’t 
mean he would be able to honor that commitment with his 
entire heart and soul, and that was exactly what Nathan 
needed. 

“Where do you want me?” Nathan looked up just in time 
to catch Jake’s eyes go softly focused and dreamy, as if he 
were picturing Nathan exactly where he wanted him. From 
the look on his face and the corresponding bulge in his 
pants, Nathan was guessing he’d like him down on all fours 
with his ass up nice and high. “I can sleep out here on the 
couch.” 

“No.” 

The one word came out harsh, startling Nathan. 


“Sorry.” Jake shook his head and then ran his hand 
through his hair. “I need you close so | can protect you but 
not so near that | can’t control myself.” 

“The door is locked. Surely that’s enough—” 

“| don’t think you have any idea how alluring your scent 
is. | see the men breaking down that door or even bashing in 
a window to get to you.” Jake’s hand migrated to the back of 
his neck where he rubbed absently back and forth. “Your 
scent is becoming increasingly potent.” 

Nathan lowered his nose to his shoulder, but all he 
smelled was the T-shirt he was wearing. It had been lined 
dried and had that compelling odor that only clothes hung 
out to dry could have. 

“You don’t smell it, but I’m sure you can smell me.” 

Nathan nodded. “You smell like musk.” And he’d been 
trying very diligently not to breathe through his nose, but 
that didn’t seem to be helping. It was as if Jake’s scent was 
filling up his entire body and slowly making each individual 
cell go crazy. 

“PIL shower.” 

“| don’t think that will help. Not for long, at any rate.” 
Nathan looked around at the place where Jake lived. Rather 
than living at the main farmhouse or in one of the 
bunkhouses, Jake had had his own little place built on the 
ranch. Since he could afford it and he needed the flexibility 
to work late and get up early without bothering anyone, this 
was the perfect solution. The house was about twelve 
hundred square feet. Cozy without being cramped. The floor 
plan was open, making it seem even bigger than it was, but 
still, with both of them pumping out pheromones like crazy, 
a fifty-room mansion would seem too small at the moment. 

“I think | know a way we can take the edge off.” Jake 
dropped his gaze to Nathan’s crotch and licked his lips. 

“I'd be more than happy to finish what | started at the 
restaurant.” And that was no lie. Having his moment of 
gushing triumph truncated still bothered Nathan. When Jake 
climaxed in his mouth, it had always seemed like a reward 


to him. Proof that he’d pleased his mate. Not getting that 
when Jake had taken care of him so completely was 
maddening. 

“No. Not that. | don’t think | could handle that. Slipping 
my cock into your mouth would be too close to slipping it 
into your ass. And I’ve got lube here, so there wouldn’t be 
anything holding me back.” 

“What then?” Nathan wanted to suggest they just get 
this over with and fuck like, well, coyotes, but he didn’t. He 
had to forcefully remind himself not to push for what he 
wanted. This wasn’t just about him but about the two of 
them. 

“Sit there.” Jake nodded to a padded chair that looked 
like a recliner, but it didn’t go back. Nathan settled himself 
and watched, perplexed, as Jake walked away. After a 
moment, he was back with two bottles of lube and two hand 
towels. Nathan’s brows went up as Jake handed him one of 
each then retreated to the far side of the room. 

“We're going to watch each other.” Jake eased down his 
sweats, revealing that his cock was hard and in dire need of 
relief. 

Despite the fact he’d gotten off at the café, Nathan was 
hard again, too. He lifted up his T-shirt. 

Watching one another, they each poured a handful of oily 
lotion and then began to stroke. 

“Not too fast,” Jake cautioned. “I want to enjoy this.” 

“Wait.” Nathan rose, pulled off his T-shirt, and then 
placed it in the seat of the chair. “I don’t want to ruin your 
furniture.” 

Jake stripped off his sweats and placed them on the 
couch. Then they resumed their slow stroking of their cocks. 

Their caressing touches teased over their shafts, 
increasing their excitement. Watching the way Jake watched 
him was arousing Nathan far more than he thought possible. 
It was the way his eyes widened and narrowed, and the way 
his tongue crept to the corner of his lips and then swept 
across with hungry determination, the way he subtly rocked 


his hips, and then the way he gritted his teeth and growled 
low and urgent. Nathan punctuated each rumble of Jake’s 
with a corresponding submissive whimper. 

“Lift your legs up and spread them. | want to see your 
hole.” 

A shiver ran from the tips of his ears right down to his 
toes as he complied. 

“Ah, yeah. Such a sweet, tight little hole.” Jake rose to his 
feet, peering down at Nathan, his gaze fixated on the secret 
spot between his cheeks. 

For a moment, Nathan thought his scent combined with 
the visual had proved too much for Jake and he would now 
take him in a flurry of ripe, raw need. But he just stood in 
the center of the room, looking at Nathan’s hole and teasing 
his prick. And then something changed. It was subtle at first, 
almost unnoticeable, but then there was no mistaking what 
Jake was doing. 

Rather than moving his hand up and down the wicked 
length of his cock, he was holding his fist steady and 
pressing the tip against the tight hole he made with his 
hand. 

“You're picturing yourself fucking me.” 

Jake nodded and never took his eyes off of Nathan’s 
bottom. 

Determined to give him the best that he could without 
pushing him into claiming him, Nathan lifted his legs a bit 
higher, spread them a bit wider, then reached down and 
teased some of the oily lotion in a circle around his puckered 
flesh. 

Jake’s upper lip twitched, and the sound he made was 
unearthly. It was lust, and longing, and something more that 
Nathan couldn’t name. 

“I'd finger that sweet hole until | had you squirming and 
begging for me.” Jake still held his fist steady at the tip of 
his prick. “And then I’d plant my cock against you, just like 
this.” 


Nathan stopped teasing himself and just held his finger 
firm and still against his hole. 

“Very, very slowly Il’d press my cock into you.” As if to 
give him a visual demonstration, Jake rocked his hips 
forward. “You’re so tight that | have to push hard and wait 
for your body to finally let me in.” 

Mimicking his motions, Nathan pressed his finger against 
his pucker, and as Jake’s cock slid into his fist, Nathan’s 
finger slid inside his own bottom. Jake let out a breath so 
forcefully Nathan felt a bit of the wind ruffle the hairs on his 
arms. 

“I'd keep pressing until | slowly filled you.” Jake’s fist 
swallowed up his cock until the head peeked out the top. 
When it did, he lowered his other fist to give himself a 
continuous channel to fill with his prick. “I’d keep going until 
my balls nestled against that perfect ass of yours.” 

While he watched attentively, Nathan pressed his finger 
deeper, loving the way Jake tightened every muscle in his 
body to keep himself standing. 

“Once | knew you were ready for more, that’s when I’d 
start pumping my cock in and out of your tight little 
bottom.” Jake held his stacked fists steady and stroked his 
hips forward, forcing his cock inside while he watched 
Nathan work his finger in and out in time with his 
movements. Just imagining his massive prick drilling into 
him had Nathan whimpering with longing. 

“That’s it. That’s the sound you’d make for me. That 
plaintive call. That music of your need that pushes me, that 
begs me to go faster, to fuck harder, to grasp your hips in 
my hands and pin you down as | pound my cock into you.” 

As he spoke, he rocked faster until he was fucking his 
fists. Sweat gathered and coated him in a glistening sheen 
that highlighted the muscles he worked. The closer he got to 
orgasm, the faster he fucked until he was snarling in his 
drive to find release. Matching him with his own cries of 
need, Nathan fingered his sensitive hole while he stroked his 
own cock. When Nathan came and let out a cry of 


satisfaction, Jake roared and tossed back his head, creaming 
his fists. He stood stock-still for so long it was almost as if in 
the moment of his most intense passion he’d become a 
statue. And then he took a step back and landed heavily on 
the couch. He didn’t move or open his eyes for over ten 
minutes. When he finally flipped his eyes open, his gaze 
locked on Nathan with less fire but still the same amount of 
heat. 

“Are you Okay?” 

Nathan nodded. “I don’t think I’ve ever come that hard 
solo.” 

“Me, either.” Jake looked down and gently released his 
fists. His entire body shivered. “I swear, for a moment there, 
it was like | was really inside you, claiming you.” They sat in 
silence for a bit longer, but eventually, Jake rose. “Come on. 
We'll shower again, get fresh clothes, then go to sleep.” 

“After that | think | can actually sleep.” Nathan felt too 
weak to do much more than follow Jake into the bathroom. 

Tenderly, he cleaned him but made no effort to arouse 
him. His touches were filled with genuine care and concern. 
Even when he dried him off, he did so with an economy of 
motion. 

“l'm sorry.” 

“What? Why?” Nathan pulled another fresh T-shirt over 
his head. 

“For leaving you hanging. | Know this is hurting you, too. 
But I’m not ready to make that commitment. If there’s 
someone else you want—” 

“God, Jake. | don’t want anyone else but you.” 

Jake’s smile was bittersweet. “What if | can’t...” 

Nathan knew what was separating them like a giant 
Shark-filled moat, but the hour was late, and they were both 
exhausted after their epic climaxes. Now was not the time 
to tell Jake everything. Tomorrow morning would come soon 
enough. 

“Let's go to sleep,” Nathan suggested. “We'll talk 
everything out in the morning. | Swear it.” 


Chapter 8 


Jake woke from a terrible dream. His heart was pounding, 
cold sweat caused the cotton sheets to cling to him like a 
second skin, and his mouth was dry. Fear permeated his 
scent, and as he sat up and took a deep breath, he realized 
what he was smelling wasn’t his own fear, but the ripe terror 
of his mate. 

“Nathan?” 

When there wasn’t an answer, Jake tossed back the 
bedclothes, slid his legs to the side, and chewed up the 
distance between his room and Nathan’s with ground-eating 
strides. The door was closed, just as it had been last night. 

“Nathan?” 

He knocked on the door and tried the knob. It was 
locked. Jake remembered telling Nathan that he’d be safest 
if he locked the door. At that moment, Jake had been 
thoroughly satisfied from what they’d done, but he didn’t 
trust himself not to awaken in a stupor of need and come 
into Nathan’s room. 

“I don’t want to take you against your will.” Jake had 
brushed the still-moist strands of Nathan’s hair off his 
forehead. 

“It wouldn’t be against my will.” Nathan had held Jake’s 
gaze as he spoke, his longing clear, and Jake wanted exactly 
what he offered, but still he resisted. There was too much 
between them. Too much that needed to be spoken. Cleared 
up. Decided on. They had agreed to speak in the morning. 
And Nathan had told Jake that he should lock his door, too. 

“Nathan? Wake up.” 

Again, Jake rattled the doorknob, but his gut knew that 
Nathan was gone. Now that he was at Nathan’s door, the 
scent of fear was so strong it watered his eyes. When he 
leaned down to the small gap between the hardwood floor 
and the bottom edge of the door, he was hit with a cloud of 
fear pheromones. Unlike the mating scent last night, this 
sparked the protector in Jake to come screaming up from 


the depths. His beast roared with fury that anyone would 
put such fear in his mate the smell would fill a room and 
start bleeding out into the rest of the house. 

One well-placed kick opened the door. Inside the room, 
he found everything in order. The bed was a jumbled mess 
but normal for a bed that had been slept in. When he looked 
over, he discovered that the window was intact. Jake shook 
his head. How had Nathan gotten out? But the smell of fear 
told Jake it hadn’t been voluntary. When he checked the 
window more closely, he realized the latch was undone. 
Whoever had taken Nathan had gotten him to open the 
window. But the screen was still in place. When he examined 
the screen, he realized it was in backward. Someone had 
taken it out, gotten Nathan to open the window, pulled him 
from the room, and then put everything back. 

Standing there, feeling a hundred waves of regret wash 
over him, Jake was immobilized by too many thoughts 
bombarding him at once. He should have claimed Nathan 
last night. Marshal was right that an unattached beta was 
only going to cause chaos. But his pride, his God damned 
pride hadn’t been willing to let Jake bend and forgive Nathan 
for loving another. So what if he loved Darcy, too? If Jake 
really loved Nathan, he would have found a way to 
understand, but no. His ego had been chafed, and he simply 
couldn’t let go of that hurt. 

Jake had had everything in the palm of his hand and let 
his insufferable pride get in his way. His obsessive and 
pathological need for the truth had cost him his second 
chance at happiness, and he had no one to blame but 
himself. 

“Rather than standing here flagellating yourself, why 
don’t you get on the horn and start tracking him down?” 
Jake held out a faint hope that whoever had taken Nathan 
hadn’t claimed him. It was unlikely, and he knew he was 
probably fooling himself, but if he gave into despair, he’d 
never be effective at finding Nathan. 


After giving himself a pep talk, Jake returned to his room, 
dressed quickly, and then grabbed his cell. While he went 
outside to investigate the area below the bedroom window, 
he called Marshal. 

“Are you Calling to tell me you’re in connubial bliss and 
won't be working the cattle today?” Marshal’s tone was 
singsong and sweet, which made Jake feel even worse about 
what he was going to be dumping on him. 

“I fucked up.” 

“What’s wrong? You claimed him, right?” 

“No. And now he’s gone.” 

Marshal let fly a few choice expletives. “I told you this 
would be a mess.” 

“I know. I’m sorry. | fucked up.” Jake let out a long sigh. 
“Now that I’ve copped to mea culpa, let's move on.” Jake 
explained that the door was locked and the window had 
been tampered with. “I don’t see any prints. Whoever did 
this was smart enough not to leave any evidence behind. In 
fact, they very carefully groomed the space under the 
window.” Jake turned his attention to the area around the 
side of the house. He went out in an ever-widening circle but 
found exactly nothing. 

“I’m going to start calling around to see who’s working 
and who’s slacking off today.” 

The thought of Nathan in another man’s arms made Jake 
positively insane with regret and rage. “This is all my fault.” 

“Not really. | thought the men who worked for me were 
above this.” 

“It was that scent he was giving off.” Jake’s entire being 
swelled just from the memory of the smell. “I don’t think 
most men could walk away. Not when they’re alphas in dire 
need of mates. And Nathan...he’s a perfect beta partner.” 

“Then why didn’t you just fucking claim him last night?” 

“Because he’s married!” 

There was stunned silence on the other end of the call. 

“He’s not gay?” 


“It’s complicated.” Jake resisted the urge to defend 
Nathan to Marshal. 

“Then use little words and talk slow.” 

“We met at a bar.” That night flashed into Jake’s mind 
with perfect clarity. The place had been jumping with 
flashing lights and the rich smell of alcohol, cologne, and 
sweaty male bodies. “The music was loud, and Nathan was 
leaning against the wall looking so innocent and sweet that 
|...” Jake’s voice trailed off when that same feeling surged 
through him again. 

“Fell in love at first sight?” Marshal guessed. 

“Yeah. He was so handsome and almost heartbreakingly 
lonely. | was in graduate school and up to my ears in stress, 
and he offered me nothing but fun.” 

“He actually got you to relax?” Marshal sounded utterly 
impressed. 

“He did. He got me to laugh, and dance, and drink, and— 
fuck.” 

“Sounds like the perfect boyfriend.” 

“He was, but that’s not—get out here, Marshal. | think 
we’ve got a real problem.” Jake crouched down, examining 
the loose dirt that extended past the landscaped portion of 
his yard. What he saw were big paw prints. When Jake held 
his hand above them they were almost as wide as his 
palms. “Jesus.” 

“What the hell are you looking at?” 

“A paw print.” In the background, Jake heard Marshal 
Slamming what sounded like the door of one of the trucks. 
When he started the engine and it purred, Jake realized it 
was the old blue Ford that Nathan had gotten running again. 
Marshal loved that truck for some reason that Jake couldn’t 
figure out. The thing was held together with a hope and a 
prayer. Or it was before Nathan had gotten to it. Nathan and 
his magic mechanic fingers. 

“You still with me?” Marshal asked. 

“Yeah. I’m just tripping down memory lane. Nathan used 
to keep my car running. Back when | was a starving 


student.” If not for Nathan’s talent, Jake would have been 
reduced to using public transit, something that wasn’t a 
model of efficiency in sprawling Southern California. “We 
went everywhere in that Subaru.” 

“So he can handle foreign and domestic. That’s good to 
know.” 

“If it runs on gas, Nathan can fix it.” And Jake realized 
chattering away about Nathan was keeping him from 
panicking. Because if he let himself think too deeply about 
those massive paw prints and Nathan’s sweet disposition, 
he’d be a screaming basket case and utterly useless. For all 
Marshal’s understated ways, the man was incredibly savvy. 

“He got my baby back on the road. And you know, it only 
took him ten minutes to figure out the problem.” 

“That’s my Nate.” As soon as the possessive words 
registered, Jake winced. My Nate, my mate, and I let the 
opportunity pass me by. What a fool I am. Most people rarely 
got a shot at the brass ring once. Jake had been given a 
second shot and blew it just like he had the first time 
around. Maybe he should hire a shrink and figure out just 
what the hell his problem was. 

“We'll find him.” Marshal’s voice was filled with firm 
conviction. 

Jake nodded as he looked around for which direction the 
big paw prints had gone off. He had a gut feeling he’d find 
Nathan, too, but would he be alive? That was the question. 
About the only thing Jake knew for sure was that when he 
found Nate, and if he was alive, Jake wasn’t going to let his 
third opportunity at happiness pass him by. 


Chapter 9 


“Hello?” Nathan called out again, hoping that this time 
someone would answer him. He was cold, hungry, and 
afraid. His voice echoed back, disorienting him. It seemed 
sometimes he was in a vast space, and then he thought he 
was in a coffin. He thought he was lying on his back with his 
hands tied above his head and his legs spread and bound. 
But then it seemed to him he was sitting up. The only thing 
he knew for sure was that his sense of direction and time 
was horribly distorted. Whatever was covering his eyes 
couldn’t stop the visions from marching across the inside of 
his eyelids. Colors and flashes of light had him flinching 
back as he tried to lift his hand to protect his eyes, all to no 
avail, since he simply couldn’t move. 

As worried as he was, things had only gotten worse. Over 
his exposed skin he felt little tickles that reminded him of 
the delicate brushes of spider legs. He’d cried out and the 
tingling had finally stopped, but he was still afraid. More 
than anything in the world, he hated spiders. It was one of 
the reasons he liked to work on cars. If there were any 
spiders on the engine, they generally got roasted in about 
two minutes. Rarely did he work on vehicles that had been 
sitting for a long time because of the potential spider 
encounter they offered. He’d made an exception yesterday 
because he wanted to impress Marshal. And he had. Without 
any spiders. 

“Hello? Please, | just want to know where I am.” 

Just like his murky memory prior to waking up in the 
henhouse, Nathan was having great difficulty remembering 
what had happened yesterday. To calm himself, and to keep 
his mind occupied on something other than being hyper 
vigilant for spiders, he started back at the very beginning in 
the chicken coop. He’d actually tried to get his memory 
focused on the time before that, but nothing came to mind. 
It was almost as if those memories were there, but someone 
had covered them with a black cloth. Intellectually, he knew 


they were still there under the cover, but he simply couldn’t 
see them. Out of sight apparently meant out of mind. So he 
moved on from there to the point where he had a clear 
memory. 

Elliot’s reassurances that he’d eaten the chicken while in 
coyote form had actually made him feel substantially better. 
For a coyote, that would be a prime meal and an 
understandable reaction to gnawing hunger. It also 
explained how he’d gotten in the much too small door. If he 
were a coyote, he’d be lower to the ground and able to fit 
through the little door the chickens used to go in and out of 
the coop. 

Once he’d left the coop he’d showered, dressed, and 
sipped the best coffee ever with the handsome and 
charming Cassidy, who was head cook and chief bottle 
washer for the ranch. Remembering his easy smile and kind 
graciousness helped to calm Nathan’s frazzled nerves. And 
then he’d worked on Marshal’s Ford and accepted his job 
offer. He was given a room in the farmhouse, but Nathan 
didn’t think he’d be sleeping there because he was 
determined to be with Jake. After examining the room, he’d 
followed Cassidy around most of the day, helping him where 
and when he could, and then they’d gone into town to eat at 
the Red Rock Café. 

Remembering his lusty encounter in the back room with 
Jake washed heat over his body, which helped to warm him. 
Jake had been angry and aroused, a dangerous combination. 
Just as Nathan’s scent was pushing Jake to madness, Jake’s 
scent was quietly driving Nathan crazy. It was heat and 
musk and all things masculine and dangerous. The feel of 
his bigger body against his, the press of his muscles, of his 
thick cock—it was at that precise moment that Nathan 
became aware of a hand at his prick. Slowly, almost 
curiously, the hand stroked up and down. 

“Don’t!” Nathan didn’t want anyone but Jake to touch 
him there, but the hand continued to glide along his 
hardened flesh. Nathan struggled against his bonds, but he 


couldn’t move. Whatever was wrapped around him wasn’t 
just rope. It was like wide strips of cloth, almost as if he’d 
been mummified. 

“I need your scent.” The voice was so faint that Nathan 
thought he’d hallucinated the entire thing until the stroking 
fingers started up again. 

“Stop!” 

“| need your scent.” 

This time, the voice was closer to his ear, and Nathan 
heard a delicate note that wasn’t there before. Whoever was 
touching him was desperate to gain something that Nathan 
had. This man was jealous and hurt that he didn’t have what 
Nathan took for granted. 

“You have so much. So much good smell. | need your 
scent. Not all, just some. Just enough to have a mate of my 
own.” 

Now the hand jacked him in earnest. Each pass up and 
down pushed pleasure deeper into Nathan’s body. No matter 
what, he didn’t want to give his satisfaction to the man with 
the tremulous voice. There was something very wrong with 
him, but Nathan couldn’t put his finger on what it was 
exactly. Without his eyes to guide him, all he had was his 
ears, and what he heard was someone half what he should 
be. Someone insubstantial. A ghost of a man. 

When the hand made a fist and tightened around his 
Shaft, Nathan drew a deep breath through his nose in a 
desperate bid to stave off his climax. Curiously, he smelled 
nothing. Not even himself. Where was he that there was no 
smell? Even the cleanest living space had a scent attached 
to it, but this place was devoid of any scent at all. 

“You give it to me and then | will let you go.” The singular 
hand became two, and the rough friction increased. 

“No!” Again Nathan struggled, but he simply couldn’t 
move and each pass of the stranger’s hands pushed him 
closer toward that moment of inevitability. 

“Must have scent. Must be claimed.” 


Nathan’s head spun. Someone, a beta perhaps, was 
trying to milk him to steal his odor? Was that what this was 
about? Nathan remembered sitting at the alpha-filled table 
in the café. The only other beta had been Elliot, but he had 
been claimed by Marshal. Thinking back, remembering 
where everyone was sitting and what they were doing, 
Nathan realized that Elliot wasn’t spitting out a wall of 
pheromones because none of the alphas were paying him 
any attention. The reason was because he’d been claimed. 
Nathan had spent time with Marshal, and while he’d liked 
him and enjoyed his company, he hadn’t found his scent 
alluring. Not like what happened when he was around 
Cassidy and Dooley, both unattached alphas. Each man had 
smelled good to Nathan, but it was Jake’s essence that had 
driven him to want to mate. 

If not for Jake, Nathan thought he might have eventually 
fallen for one of the other alphas on the ranch, but one whiff 
of Jake’s musk and he knew who he belonged to. If this man, 
this beta, somehow managed to steal Nathan’s scent, would 
he somehow be able to make Jake mate with him? The 
thought enraged Nathan. It was wrong, because that wasn’t 
fair to Jake. Nathan knew last night if he were a 
manipulative son of a bitch he could have pushed Jake into 
claiming him, but he hadn’t. Nathan wanted Jake to come to 
him with a clear head. It couldn’t be about pheromones and 
a need to mate. Well, it couldn’t be just about that. There 
had to be more between them. Nathan wanted more than a 
bed partner. 

“He won't claim you,” Nathan said. “Jake isn’t an animal 
driven strictly by his urge to mate.” Jake was strong. He’d 
proven that last night as they’d watched each other. 

“He won't be able to resist.” 

The more the man talked, the smoother his voice 
became. It was curious how it was sounding more 
substantial and less ghostly. 

Ghostly. 


A memory filled his mind. Fully formed and complete, it 
hit and galvanized Nathan’s entire body. Last night, he’d 
been in that curious state that wasn’t awake but wasn’t 
asleep. That hazy time that lay sandwiched between the two 
states of awareness. In that fuzzy state Nathan had heard a 
soft tap tap tap, and when he looked up, he’d seen Marshal 
and Elliot at his bedroom window. They were smiling, and 
Nathan had automatically smiled back because he liked 
both of them for the care and kindness they had shown. 
When Marshal motioned him near with a flick of his hand, 
Nathan had pushed the covers back and gone to the window 
despite a slight reservation. Something was wrong with 
Marshal, but his curious state wouldn’t allow him to think 
too deeply. 

When Marshal pressed his hand flat to the glass, Nathan 
had flattened his, too, but he’d felt only cold, slick glass. 
Thinking back now, he realized there wasn’t a misty ring of 
heat around Marshal’s hand, not like there was around his 
own. That was when the first tendrils of fear had started. It 
was then that he saw himself beyond Marshal’s wide body. 
Transparent as the glass, his image seemed to float on 
Marshal’s shoulder, and he laughed at how strange the 
juxtaposition looked. For a long time he’d thought it was his 
reflection in the window, but then he realized it couldn’t be 
that because there was no light in his room. Without light, 
he couldn’t cast a reflection. More fear had shivered over 
him, but he couldn’t step back from the window. 

Marshal’s smile had widened, and his gaze, his wickedly 
intense turquoise gaze, had drilled into Nathan. Unable to 
resist his command, Nathan unlatched the window and 
pushed it up. Cold air rushed in, swirling around his feet, 
making him shiver in his T-shirt. There was a screen 
between them, but Marshal told him to grasp the black 
plastic tabs at the bottom and lift up, popping the screen 
from the track. 

He’s taking me away! 


Fear poured off him, yet Nathan was powerless to resist. 
It was crazy. He wasn’t awake, but he wasn’t asleep. 
Trapped between mental states without a clear sense of who 
he was and what he would and wouldn’t do had given 
Marshal the perfect opportunity to direct Nathan’s actions 
without his mind making much fuss. Whenever fear 
exploded in him, Marshal simply whisked it away with the 
comment, “This is only a dream. Nothing bad ever happens 
in a dream.” 

Marshal praised him for his quiet skill and then helped 
him crawl out the window. Even now, thinking back, Nathan 
couldn’t understand what had prompted him to go. Without 
being told, Nathan had put the screen back into the channel. 
It was backward, but he knew that didn’t matter. They just 
wanted things to pass a quick inspection. They only needed 
a bit of time to get away, and then it wouldn’t matter if they 
were caught. As they walked from the house, Nathan 
dragged a cottonwood tree branch over their footsteps, 
obliterating them. All the while, Marshal praised him. It 
wasn’t until they were well away from the house that 
Nathan realized Marshal’s voice was as wispy and 
insubstantial as his form, just like Elliot’s. 

“You're not real, are you?” 

Marshal’s smile broadened. As Nathan watched, 
spellbound with horror, Marshal’s smile kept getting wider 
and wider until he split his head in two. A scream was 
trapped in Nathan’s throat, and he stumbled back, 
desperate to get away, but he was too slow. The upper 
portion of Marshal’s head flopped back and a coyote 
emerged almost as if it turned the Marshal human form 
inside out to reveal his true state. 

“Trickster!” Nathan had accused, and the black coyote 
had smiled and nodded its head. 

‘All my kind are tricksters by nature. You are no 
different.” 

The voice filled the spaces in Nathan’s head, drowning 
out his rational thought. He covered his ears, but that didn’t 


help drown out the yips and howls of the three coyotes that 
Surrounded him. 

Three? 

His mind hesitated there, baffled, because he’d seen 
only Marshal and Elliot. Looking at the coyotes, he 
recognized them because Marshal in his animal form had his 
same glossy black hair and wicked turquoise eyes. The Elliot 
coyote had brown fur tipped blond and otherworldly green 
eyes. But the third coyote was the one Nathan couldn’t 
identify. It was small like the Elliot coyote but had black hair 
like Marshal’s. When it turned and looked right at him, 
Nathan tried to scream, but only a high-pitched squeal 
emerged from his throat. The eyes looking back at him were 
vivid azure, just like the eyes that had peered back at him 
above the sink in Marshal’s farmhouse. 

Nathan realized the coyote he was looking at was 
himself. 


Chapter 10 


“I’m not giving up.” Jake shook off Marshal’s restraining 
hand on his shoulder. 

“We've been up and down the foothills all day. The sun is 
setting, and it’s going to get cold. We need to get you home, 
get you fed, regroup, and then start out fresh.” 

“And leave Nathan out here alone?” Jake’s belly clutched 
at the mere idea. Last night, the temperature had gotten 
down to forty degrees, and it would probably do so again 
tonight. All Nathan had been wearing was one of Jake’s T- 
Shirts. He’d never survive two nights in that kind of cold 
without some protection. 

Marshal toed the ground with his boot. “He’s not alone. 
The paw prints confirm that.” 

“You still think he transformed and ran off? If that were 
the case and he was anywhere near, he would have 
answered my calls.” 

“That Nathan shifted does explain why there are three 
sets of bigger tracks.” 

“But the biggest set. The only thing around here that 
could make tracks that big is you.” 

“| didn’t steal your mate.” Marshal’s hands went to his 
hips, and he widened his stance. “As fascinating as Nathan 
is, | have my own mate, who I’m utterly smitten with. You 
know I’m not a greedy man, so why the hell would | want 
two mates?” 

Jake scrubbed his hand at his face. Grit burned in his 
eyes and his mouth felt as dry as the red dirt they walked 
through. “Then tell me what made those tracks.” 

“| don’t know, but it wasn’t me.” 

“How do you know that? Where were you last night?” 

“Look, Jake. I’m willing to let your attitude slide because | 
know you’re worried about Nathan and you can’t help the 
fact that you’re a lawyer and used to grilling people for a 
living, but for the last fucking time, | didn’t steal your 
mate!” 


Marshal was in Jake’s face, his breath hot against his 
Skin, his eyes blazing with righteous indignation. When he 
realized how close he was, Marshal washed his hand over 
his face and stepped back. 

“I’m sorry. I’m tired. But last night, | was in bed with 
Elliot. | was there all night.” 

“How can you be so certain?” 

“Because he likes to sleep lying across my chest. That’s 
how we fell asleep, and that’s exactly how we woke up. Also, 
if we’d been out running around in the night, we would have 
been covered with dirt and bits of rabbitbrush.” 

Jake nodded. To assuage his worry, Marshal had allowed 
Jake to look at his bedroom. The blond hardwood floor was 
perfectly clean, as were the white sheets on the bed. If 
Marshal and Elliot had been out in any form last night, there 
wasn’t any evidence of their nocturnal wanderings. Still, it 
didn’t ease Jake’s mind. 

Determined to reassure him, Marshal had allowed Jake to 
inspect every man’s room in the farmhouse and in the 
bunkhouse. Everything was perfectly normal, and all the 
ranch hands were accounted for. No horny alpha had come 
in the night, claimed Nathan, and shifted into coyote form. 
None from the ranch at any rate. Given how big the world 
was, who was to say if Nathan’s alluring scent hadn’t been 
carried on the wind and brought an outsider to the ranch? 

Marshal had nixed that idea, too. There were men on 
patrol at night because of issues with the coyotes—the 
regular non-human-shifting kind—killing cattle. If someone 
had come onto the ranch, they would have seen them. 
There was only one road in or out of the Rough River Valley. 
In order for someone to sneak over the buttes, they would 
have to hike for miles over rough terrain. It wasn’t 
impossible, but it was thoroughly unlikely. Which left Jake 
right where he’d been before, thinking it was Marshal. So 
far, he was the only alpha on the ranch who could shift. 

“I’m sorry. | know this is unfair to you, but remember | 
Saw you in your coyote form. You were gigantic. You had to 


weigh at least one hundred fifty pounds. That’s what 
allowed you to knock Kingsley off his feet. But that’s also 
what left behind those massive paw prints. There isn’t a 
coyote in these hills that has prints as big as what you could 
make. And the two smaller sets could be Nathan and Elliot.” 

Marshal nodded. “I know. But did you ever stop and think 
that maybe Elliot and | aren’t the only shifters in town?” 

Jake had been toying with the idea. Marshal hadn’t been 
able to shift until he’d claimed Elliot as his mate. If there 
was another big coyote running around, that meant that 
another alpha had claimed Nathan. That thought was 
intolerable to Jake, so blaming Marshal kept that idea far 
from his mind. 

“Look.” Marshal tilted his hat back and scratched at his 
forehead. “Obviously, something happened. Nathan had to 
have opened the window willingly. He had to have climbed 
out willingly. Whatever happened after that was covered up 
with that branch we found. So, my guess is Nathan was 
perfectly willing up to a point.” 

“And then they forced him to shift?” 

Marshal shrugged rather helplessly. “It’s the only thing 
that accounts for the three sets of prints that left the area 
around your house and headed up here.” 

The three sets of prints had been easy to follow until 
they tracked across a berm of exposed sandstone. Since 
that smooth slope of wind-polished rock had stretched up 
and across a good chunk of the foothill, they’d lost their 
tracks. Normal coyotes didn’t make any effort to obscure 
their tracks, which was why Jake sensed a deeper sentience 
behind these three. If there was nothing to hide, then why 
go through so much effort to obliterate their path? 

“But why would they force Nathan to shift? Moreover, 
how?” 

“Jake, if | knew that, this wouldn’t be the mind-bending 
mystery that it is.” Marshal’s gaze wandered down the 
flaring foothill of the butte then over toward the farmhouse. 
From here, all they could really see was the roof. 


“Just go. | know you’re worried about him.” Even though 
Marshal had come to help search for Nathan, as had most of 
the available men on the ranch, it was clear that he was 
worried about Elliot. Rather than let him come and help in 
the search efforts, Marshal had insisted Elliot stay behind 
with Cassidy. 

“I’m sure Elliot is fine.” Marshal tried to stop looking 
toward the farmhouse, but he was unsuccessful. His gaze 
was drawn there, and Jake knew he was hoping for a 
glimpse of his mate. 

“I’m sure he is, too. But you should go.” 

“Come with me.” 

“I can’t.” Jake pulled his backpack off and slung it to the 
ground. From the depths of the bag, he removed a bottle of 
water. He took a sip then offered the canteen out to 
Marshal, who declined. 

“Okay, this is what I’m going to do. I’m going to go back 
down and check on Elliot, and then I’m coming back with 
some food and more gear.” 

“You don’t have to do that.” 

“No, | don’t. But | want to.” Marshal issued a high, sharp 
whistle. All the men around the foothills came toward him. 
“We're going to head back.” 

“But we haven’t found him.” Dooley looked as worried as 
Jake felt. 

“Its going to be okay, Dooley.” Marshal clapped his 
shoulder. “Jake and | are going to continue looking after we 
get some grub and more gear.” 

Dooley nodded then looked at the top of the butte. “Can | 
come, too?” 

“Why?” Jake snarled. “Just what happened between you 
and Nathan in the henhouse?” 

Recoiling from the accusation, Dooley turned right 
around and attacked. “I wish something had happened in 
there, because then he’d be safe!” 

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 


"m 


“You had a chance to claim him, but oh no, not Mr. 
Righteous. He loved you. He loved you without reservation, 
and you couldn’t let go of some stupid slight, so now he’s 
gone!” 

“It’s none of your business.” 

“It is if he’s dead and then you take a mate away from 
me!” 

Jake was so shocked by Dooley’s outburst he stood stock- 
still, digesting the comment for almost a full minute before 
he quietly offered, “Nathan wasn’t meant for you.” 

“I know.” Dooley gritted his eyes so tightly together it 
was as if he was trying to fold his face in half. “I just—in the 
chicken coop, there was a moment when | thought—|I really 
hoped that—” 

“That Nathan was for you.” 

Dooley nodded. When he opened his eyes, he gave Jake 
a look that mingled sympathy and envy. “I’m sorry. | just...” 

“You want someone of your own.” 

Dooley nodded. 

“And you wouldn’t be a self-righteous fool and let your 
ego get in the way.” 

“| didn’t mean that.” 

“Yes, you did. And you’re right. | let my overinflated ego 
make a call that was flat-out stupid.” Jake sighed. “If | had it 
to do again...Oh, fuck. Who am | kidding? I’d do the same 
thing twice. | know myself.” 

“We're going to find him,” Marshal reassured. “And your 
mate will come, Dooley. Just give it time.” 

Dooley nodded and tried to smile, but the joy never 
touched his eyes. Jake wondered how many of the men 
helping him search felt the same way Dooley did. They were 
lonely and lusty men. Would any of them let their stupid 
pride get in the way of their happiness? Somehow, Jake 
didn’t think so. Apparently, he was the only one throwing joy 
away with both hands. 

Sinking down to the ground, Jake settled on his haunches 
and watched as the men left the butte and headed back to 


the ranch. Every one of them had taken their own time— 
what precious little free time they had—to help Jake look for 
Nathan. Jake knew it wasn’t about claiming Nathan for their 
own or anything like that. They helped because that was the 
kind of men they were. They knew if something happened to 
them or, God forbid, their mates, Jake would be there in a 
flash to help. These men were more than just men Jake 
worked with. They were brothers of a sort. Together they 
made a family. And nothing in the world was as strong as 
the ties that bound a family. 

“Stay here, rest up. l'Il be back in an hour.” 

Jake nodded and then rose to his feet. “Marshal?” 

“Yeah?” Marshal turned back around and tipped his hat 
up and off. 

“Thanks. For everything. I’ve been an absolute bastard 
today.” 

“It’s okay. | understand. So does everyone else. If | was in 
your shoes, | don’t think | could have kept my shit together 
nearly as well.” 

“Be sure to put that on my tombstone.” Jake lifted his 
hand. “Jake Tanner—a man who could keep his shit 
together.” 

“Will do.” Marshal laughed and resettled his hat. “Now sit 
your ass down and take a load off. | don’t want to have to 
run around all night looking for you, right?” 

“Right.” Jake dropped his fanny in the dirt. “I’ll be here 
waiting for you.” 

Marshal and the rest of the men went down the slowly 
Sloping foothills then headed toward the farmhouse. Cassidy 
would have something waiting for them. Probably a big pot 
of stew since he wouldn’t know the exact time they’d all 
come in. Cassidy was smart that way. He only planned 
elaborate sit-down meals when he knew the bulk of the men 
were going to be there to eat at a set time. Otherwise he 
made meals that got better with time. Like soups and stews. 
Or things that didn’t have to be cooked, like sandwiches. 
God, one of Cassidy’s roast beef sandwiches with Swiss on 


rye...Jjake went off into a food fantasy that gave him a few 
minutes respite from worrying about Nathan. 

As the sun set, the reddish dirt and sandstone towers 
that made up the wall around the valley turned crimson and 
gold. It never failed to amaze him that the desert didn’t put 
on the same light show twice. Something was always just 
Slightly different. From the cast of the clouds to the color of 
the hills to the quality of the light. Every sunrise and every 
sunset was unique. 

“Jake?” 

He turned his head so fast he almost knocked himself 
sideways. 

“Nathan!” Jake shot to his feet. “Where the hell have you 
been?” And then Jake shook his head. “Never mind. | don’t 
care. Just come here.” Jake held his arms open, but Nathan 
shook his head and backed away. “What’s wrong?” 

“You don’t really want me, do you?” 

“Of course | do.” Jake took a step toward him, but Nathan 
took a step back. His feet were bare, and his legs looked 
scraped up from running through the rabbitbrush. “Please, 
give me a chance to explain.” Not that it was going to be all 
that difficult. “I was an idiot.” There, that summed it up. 
“But I’m not running any more. | love you, Nathan. | always 
have, and | always will.” 

Something seemed to break inside Nathan. He seemed 
to look relieved, and then darkness filled his gaze. “If you 
really want me, you have to catch me.” 

Before Jake realized what he was doing, Nathan turned 
and ran. 

It took three whole seconds for Jake to give chase. As he 
followed Nathan through the brush, he lost sight of him and 
had to rely on following his footprints. Given that most of 
the foothills were formed of powdery dirt, it was easy to 
track him until the light grew dimmer. 

“Damn it, Nathan, stop! | can’t see. | can’t keep up with 


” 


Whatever hit him knocked him to his knees and then 
knocked him out. 

Jake wasn’t certain what time it was when he came to. 
He couldn’t see anything, but he didn’t think his eyes were 
covered. At least, he didn’t feel that there was anything 
wrapped around his head. The rest of his body was a 
different matter, since he felt like he’d been taped down so 
soundly he wasn’t going to be going anywhere until 
someone wanted him to. 

“Hello?” 

“I'll let you up if you claim me.” 

“Nathan? You don’t have to do this. l'II claim—” 

“Don’t talk. lII do all the work.” 

Jake had no idea what was going on until he felt soft, 
openmouthed kisses along his flaccid cock. “Nathan, don’t. 
You don’t have to do that.” 

“I want to please you. If I’m very, very good you'll claim 
me, won't you?” 

“Please, let me up so I can touch you. | want to feel you.” 
Jake’s head was spinning. He wasn’t certain what was going 
on, but this felt wrong. Every move Nathan made against 
him felt forced and jittery, almost as if Nathan were a 
puppet being maneuvered by unskilled hands. His lips 
around Jake’s prick were oddly unpleasant. He couldn’t 
pinpoint why, but Nathan’s mouth felt cold and lifeless. 
When he was unable to give him an erection, Nathan 
uttered a pouting huff and climbed on top of him. 

“Don’t | smell good?” 

Jake took a deep breath, but Nathan smelled stale. 
Again, it was just slightly off. If he didn’t know better, Jake 
would swear he was asleep and all this was some terrible 
dream. 

“Kiss me, Jake. Kiss me and then claim me. | need you. | 
can’t live without you.” 

Nathan plastered his mouth to Jake’s, but rather than the 
soul-searing bliss he’d always felt before, this left his mouth 
tasting unpleasant. There was something wrong with the 


way Nathan smelled, felt, tasted—even the sound of his 
voice was Off. 

“You said you love me. You have to prove it.” Nathan was 
now tugging at his cock like he was desperate to get him 
hard. 

“I can’t get aroused like this, Nathan. You know that.” 
Jake realized that Nathan would never have tied him down. 
Whoever this was, it wasn’t Nathan. It was close, but not 
quite right. “Unbind me so | can claim you properly. Don’t 
you want me to do to you what | did last night?” 

There was a long pause. 

“Remember how | teased my finger around and around 
your sweet, tight bottom? That’s what | need to get hard. 
Feeling that snug heat always gets me hot.” 

“| don’t want you to run away.” 

And now he knew this wasn’t Nathan. The only one who 
had touched Nathan last night was Nathan himself. But that 
still didn’t answer the question of who the hell this was or 
what they were after. 

“You're the one who ran from me, not the other way 
around.” Jake laughed lightly. “Trust me, | want you. I’m not 
going anywhere.” For a moment, he thought he might have 
convinced him, but then he heard murmurings that 
convinced him they weren't alone. It seemed as if there 
were at least two other people in the room. Just when he 
hoped he’d be set free, Jake felt the man above him shift. 

“There. Now you can feel me like you said you liked.” 

Against his shaft, he felt the man slide his bottom up and 
down, but his flesh was cold and oddly insubstantial, almost 
rubbery. For the life of him, it felt like someone was rubbing 
a blowup doll against his dick. 

“| need to touch you with my hand, babe. You know 
that’s what | like. Now let me up so I can finger that sweet 
ass of yours.” 

“But don’t | smell good?” He leaned close and whispered 
directly into Jake’s ear, giving him another blast of stale 
scent. And then Jake realized he was smelling Nathan, but 


not Nathan in the here and now. What he was smelling was 
Nathan from hours ago. The essence smelled stale because 
it was. 

“Where’s Nathan?” 

“I’m here, my love. Fill me so we can be together for 
always.” 

Jake waited until the man was close to his face. When he 
was, Jake bit into his neck as hard as he could. 


Chapter 11 


“Calm yourself, Nathan. All will be well.” 

“Marshal?” 

“I’m here.” 

“Oh, God, Marshal let me up. | heard Jake. | can feel that 
he’s close. | can smell him.” 

There was a long pause. 

“And he smells good, doesn’t he?” 

“Yes.” 

“So very good and you want him so very bad.” 

“Marshal, please, I—what are you doing?” Nathan felt a 
hand lifting his T-shirt. 

“You want Jake to claim you, don’t you? You’d do 
anything for him.” 

“Yes.” 

“He asked you to relax. He wants me to get you ready for 
him.” 

“No.” There was no way Jake had asked Nathan to submit 
to another man. Not in this lifetime. Not with how jealous he 
was. How passionate. And driven to wipe the slate clean 
between them so they could start over. Nathan needed to 
explain things to Jake so he wouldn’t be mad anymore. 

“Be a good mate, Nathan. Relax. Let me get you ready.” 

Nathan didn’t answer because this felt wrong. Marshal’s 
hand against him was unsteady and jittery. But he was so 
confused because he could smell Jake. 

“Won’t you give yourself to him?” 

Nathan tried to shake his head, but he couldn’t. “Let me 
go. Please. | won’t tell.” 

“I know you won't. You can’t.” Marshal was silent for a 
while, and then Nathan felt his hand slipping down between 
his legs. “You're so strong, Nathan. You'll be a good mate.” 

“Please, let me go. | can’t do this. | can’t—I—” 

Nathan heard an unearthly scream that echoed inside 
the room he was in and inside his head. Fire rushed up from 
his neck and then spread over his flesh, burning him up. All 


his struggles against the bindings were in vain. He felt 
betrayed and battered through no fault of his own. Another 
bolt of pain ripped through Nathan’s body. Whatever 
attempt at arousing him Marshal was making was truncated 
by burning agony. Nathan screamed as loud as he could. 

“Shut up!” Marshal hissed, leaving off his lower body to 
Slap his hand over Nathan’s mouth. 

Determined to do something to free himself, Nathan did 
the only thing he could. He bit Marshal with all his strength. 

Marshal screamed, but the sound morphed into a 
curious, high-pitched wail unlike anything Nathan had ever 
heard. And then the room was filled with animals yipping 
and howling. If his hands were free he would have slapped 
them over his ears, but he couldn’t shut out their frantic 
calls. All around him they bayed and screamed until Nathan 
felt madness was taking him away from reality. His neck 
hurt and his mind spun, and still his body was held perfectly 
motionless. 

And then everything went quiet. 

“Nathan?” 

It sounded like Jake, but he didn’t believe his ears, so he 
said nothing. 

“Oh, God. Nathan.” Tender hands were tearing the bonds 
away, and then he felt himself being lifted up and pressed 
against someone’s chest, but he didn’t believe it was really 
Jake. How could he? They were tricking him. If he stopped 
believing in them, they wouldn’t have any power over him 
anymore, so he refused to open his eyes. “I’m here. I’m 
going to get you some help. I’m going to take care of you.” 

When Nathan took a deep breath, he smelled Jake. There 
was no trickery this time because his scent was full and rich, 
filled with more than the musk of arousal. Nathan took 
another deep breath trying to identify what that scent was. 

“I’m so sorry. God, | bit you. | don’t know what | was 
thinking. I’m so sorry.” 

As Jake carried him, Nathan realized the scent was fear. 
It was rolling off him in waves, drowning out the smell of 


everything else, overpowering all Nathan’s senses. Trapped 
in the time of awake and asleep, he drifted, refusing to 
believe anything his senses told him. Why, he wasn’t even 
real. Not anymore. He wasn’t human. But he wasn’t an 
animal, either. Not man nor beast nor...out what did that 
leave? 

“No. No.” Nathan was trying to tell Jake what had 
happened, but he couldn’t seem to form the words. All his 
struggles against his powerful arms were pointless. 

“I’m not going to hurt you again. I’m so sorry. So sorry.” 

“I’m not real. I’m not real.” 

“Nathan? You are real. I’m here. I’m getting you—oh, 
God, your skin. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 

That was the litany that Nathan heard for the next hour. 
He felt movement, but he couldn’t open his eyes. Just like 
last night he was trapped between the states of asleep and 
awake. Everything felt dreamlike and distorted. Sounds and 
smells and what the hell was that slippery thing sliding up 
his leg? It kept trying to latch onto him, to infuse itself back 
inside his body. Panic permeated his soul. This time there 
wasn’t anyone to calm him and remind him that nothing 
could really harm him in a dream. Even those old wives’ 
tales about falling in a dream and having to wake up before 
you landed or you'd die in real life—no one could tell him 
that wasn’t true because it was. If he died now, he’d die for 
real, not because of a dream fall. That was silly, because in 
his dream he wasn’t high enough to fall and get hurt. 
Nathan wasn’t falling. But he was going to die because... 
because...damn. He couldn’t remember. There was a reason 
why he’d been taken. They had wanted something. 

“Tricksters.” 

“What?” Jake hugged Nathan a little harder. “I’m not 
tricking you. I’m getting you help.” 

There was movement, light, activity, but none of it 
registered fully in Nathan’s mind. Confusion reigned, and he 
was nothing but a court jester. “Tricksters. Shadows and 
tricksters.” It seemed to be all he could say. If only Jake 


would listen to him, he’d understand. But he wasn’t able to 
hear, and Nathan wasn’t sure why. 

“What the hell happened to his neck?” 

Nathan didn’t recognize the voice, but he felt probing 
fingers pressing against his flesh and then something was 
placed against him. Something that smelled clean and 
sterile. 

“I bit him.” 

Jake’s voice sounded so lost. Clearly, he was upset, but 
he was also ashamed. Nathan knew Jake hadn't bitten him. 
He couldn’t have. Jake hadn’t even been in the room with 
him when the burning agony seared across his neck. 

“What the fuck did you do that for?” 

“| thought... was confused and didn’t think it was really 
him.” Jake sounded so forlorn. “Stop looking at me like that, 
Doc. Can you help him?” 

Doc. Nathan recalled Marshal introducing him to some of 
the men. One of them was a doctor. He was tall and cute, 
and Nathan could tell the man was a practical joker. But he 
wasn’t a trickster. 

“I can hold him together until we get him to the hospital, 
but | don’t know how we're going to explain this.” Doc 
pressed his hand against Nathan’s neck, and Nathan 
realized he was holding a bandage there. So obviously, he 
had been wounded, but Jake couldn’t have bitten him 
because he wasn’t in the room. It was—“Marshal. Marshal 
was touching me.” 

There was a long stretch of silence. 

“Marshal touched you?” Jake asked. 

“| didn’t. | couldn’t.” Marshal’s voice sounded defensive. 
“I was in the farmhouse getting grub and gear. Remember? 
You came down here and found me.” 

“I bit him. His hand.” Nathan remembered that clearly, 
because he’d made Marshal scream. No, wait, he’d made 
him cry like a dog. Had he bitten him, or had he only tried? 
Nathan rubbed his tongue over his teeth but didn’t feel 
anything. 


“Here, you can look.” 

Nathan couldn’t see, but he thought that Marshal was 
probably holding out his hands so the others could look at 
them. In a rush Nathan understood what had happened. 
“Shadow. It was a shadow!” 

“Obviously, he’s delusional. We need to stop fucking 
around, get him in the car, and get him into town.” Doc 
issued a series of orders, and Nathan felt himself moving 
and then someone was pulling something up his legs. Pants? 
He wasn’t sure, but that seemed right. Jake didn’t want to 
take him anywhere in just a T-shirt because it would look 
bad. 

“Trickster.” 

“Why does he keep saying that?” Jake asked. 

“I don’t know. What the hell are we going to tell them? 
It’s obvious it’s a bite.” Doc sighed and then smoothed his 
big hand against Nathan’s forehead. “Jesus, he’s on fire.” 

And that was the last thing Nathan remembered. 


Chapter 12 


“He’s not getting any better.” Doc shook his head as he 
settled at the table across from Jake. Since the doctors 
weren’t sure what had happened other than that Nathan 
had been bitten, by a human, on his neck, no one was 
allowed in his room unless they were accompanied by a 
member of the medical staff. At the moment, Jake was 
sitting in the cafeteria drinking sludge that passed for 
coffee. As angry as Jake was, he could understand their 
caution. He wanted to tell them that he’d bitten Nathan by 
accident, but Marshal told him to keep his mouth shut. For 
once, Jake listened. “It’s strange, though. During the day, it 
seems to be healing rather quickly, but then night falls and | 
Swear it reverts. Whatever healing there was seems to go 
backward.” 

“How is that possible?” Jake hadn’t been able to focus on 
anything for the last three days. Every spare moment he 
had he spent in the hospital. Since he couldn’t be alone with 
Nathan, he stood at the doorway and peered into his room. 
He felt awful that he couldn’t do anything to lessen his 
suffering. The only saving grace was that when he was near, 
Nathan seemed to calm. But then again, when he was near, 
SO was a nurse who was probably giving him something for 
the pain. 

“I don’t know how it’s possible for healing to go 
backward.” Doc glanced out the cafeteria window and into 
the parking lot. For a small town, they had a good-sized 
hospital, since it served the entire county. “I wish | could 
explain this strange state he’s in, but | can’t. No wound 
causes this curious kind of mental state. | would suspect 
drugs, but the tox screens all came back negative. The other 
thing would be a head injury, but there’s no indication of 
that. The only thing that’s wrong with him is the neck 
injury.” 

“What about his legs?” 

“What about them?” 


“When | was sitting there watching the sun go down, 
when Nathan came up to me, he had scratches all over his 
legs.” Jake remembered that clearly, because some of them 
had looked pretty deep and he’d been saddened that he 
hadn’t had any pants to give Nathan. 

“Hold on.” Doc left him sitting there. 

By the time he returned, Jake had stirred three packets of 
fake sugar into his cup of coffee. This didn’t improve the 
taste but gave him something to do with his hands. 

“There aren’t any scratches on his legs.” Doc sat down 
and lifted his brows. “Are you sure you saw scratches?” 

Jake let out a long, slow sigh. “I thought so.” 

“Maybe it was just bits of rabbitbrush or sage stuck to 
him.” 

“Maybe.” But his gut was telling him that wasn’t right. 
There had been marks that were now gone. So if those 
healed, why the hell couldn’t his neck heal? 

“We're going to figure this out, Jake.” 

Jake nodded, but what little hope he’d had was pretty 
well dashed after three long days and nights. 

“Do you know why he keeps saying shadows and 
tricksters? Does that mean anything to you?” 

“No. | thought it was just him rambling, like that whole 
thing about Marshal.” Nathan had said that Marshal was 
touching him, and he’d also said that he’d bitten Marshal. 
Jake hadn’t been able to stop himself from looking at 
Marshal’s hands. There wasn’t a mark on him, but Jake kept 
looking just the same and it was starting to piss Marshal off. 
Not that Jake could blame him. Something crazy had gone 
on and damned if he didn’t have a clue as to what. 

“I’m going back to the ranch.” Doc stood and hesitated. 

“Don’t stay on my account.” 

“I’m not. | think you should come with me.” 

“I’m not leaving Nathan.” 

“I think you'd better.” 

Something about Doc’s tone caused Jake to look around 
the cafeteria. Since it was getting late, there were only a 


handful of people in the place. And two of them were cops. 

“What in the world are they doing here?” 

“The nurses complained about you.” 

“What? | didn’t do anything.” Jake felt utterly maligned. 

“You keep hanging out by his door, staring at him, 
sighing, and it’s creeping them out.” Doc shrugged. “You 
know how sensitive some people can be.” 

“It’s because they don’t think one man should love 
another man.” 

“I don’t think that’s it. You know Scorpion isn’t a hotbed 
of homophobic hatred. Well, except for Judd Kingsley. He’s 
so stuffed with it he has enough for twenty people.” 

“But | don’t want to leave Nathan.” Jake felt like if he did 
he was in some way giving up on him, or abandoning him in 
his time of need. 

“I know. | really do understand, and | think those nurses 
do, too, but well, it’s just too much to have to try to heal him 
with you keeping guard like that.” Doc nodded to the two 
officers, who nodded back. The only saving grace in the 
mess was that they were city police officers and not from 
the county sheriff's office. “If Kingsley gets a whiff of this, 
he’s going to be all over the ranch.” 

“Fuck.” Jake stood, abandoning his coffee. After the 
incident with the coyote attacking Kingsley, he’d been 
making waves that Wildlife Services needed to get on out to 
the ranch and do a sweep. The irony of that was Marshal 
had begged to get help when the coyotes—the real McCoy 
and not the human-shifting kind—had taken down one of the 
calves. In order for Wildlife Services to come out and use 
deadly force, they needed the okay of the local law, which 
happened to be the county sheriff. Since it was a way to 
fuck with Marshal, Kingsley had been ducking their calls 
because their hands were tied until they had his okay. Now 
that Kingsley had been attacked by a coyote on the ranch in 
broad daylight, he was insisting they get their asses out 
there and take care of business. Since Marshal and Elliot 
were coyote shifters, they no longer wanted Wildlife 


Services, or anyone else with guns, anywhere near the 
ranch, so now Marshal was ducking Wildlife Services’ calls. 
Things were already messy enough without Jake and 
Nathan's situation adding to the chaos. 

“Don’t worry.” Doc slipped his arm around Jake’s 
Shoulders as they walked out of the cafeteria and into the 
hallway. “I have friends here who will keep me apprised of 
everything.” 

“Thanks.” 

“What are friends for?” Doc let go when they reached the 
double doors that led out into the parking lot. 

“Without my friends, | don’t think | would be sane right 
now. Everyone’s pitched in.” 

“That’s what we do.” Doc looked around the lot. 
“Where’s your car?” 

“Over there.” Jake headed toward the far end of the lot. 
“Wait, how'd you get here?” 

“Marshal dropped me off. He had to pick up some stuff in 
town. | told him I’d get a ride with you.” Doc checked his 
pockets. “Which reminds me. Do you mind if we make a 
quick stop at the grocery store?” 

“No problem.” 

While Doc shopped, Jake looked over the magazine rack, 
desperate for distraction. Once he was finished buying 
groceries, they got in the car and rode in silence. Jake tried 
to think of something other than Nathan, but he couldn't. 
Why would his wound heal during the day and worsen at 
night? Why did he keep mumbling about shadows and 
tricksters? What the hell had he been doing running around 
in the hills in a T-shirt? 

“You're going to give yourself a heart attack if you don’t 
calm down.” Doc turned the radio on and then fiddled with 
the reception, looking for a station. Since Jake had satellite 
radio, there were about five hundred for him to choose from. 
“Oh, here you go. This will put some joy in your heart.” 

“It reminds me of Wade’s playing.” 


The music was fast paced and lively. It was some kind of 
fiddle music with a man singing about twirling girls fast 
enough so their skirts flared out. Apparently, he was trying 
to get a peek at their panties. Against his will, Jake laughed. 

“See? Laughter really is the best medicine.” 

And for a while it was. 

Jake kept Nathan in the back of his mind as he and Doc 
listened and laughed. Once they returned to the ranch, Jake 
wanted to just drop Doc off, but Doc asked him to help him 
carry in the groceries. Since saying no would be rude, Jake 
turned off the car and got out to help. 

“Look at all this forbidden food. You should know better. 
You're a doctor.” Jake tsked several times. 

“I know. It’s my secret shame. And for the love of God, 
don’t tell Cassidy.” 

“I won't.” Jake laughed. “He’s so gung ho about us not 
eating anything processed.” 

“Well, | have to admit, his food is far better than 
anything in a can, but there are situations that call for salty 
snacks.” Doc removed several puffy bags of chips. “Stay. 
Come on, keep me company.” 

“Thanks, but I’m just not going to be good company until 
Nathan gets better.” 

“| don’t think you should be alone.” Doc held up a bag of 
Jake’s favorite corn snacks. 

“You bastard.” 

Doc chuckled maniacally. “And I’ve got the game all cued 
up on TiVo.” 

“What game?” 

“Whichever one you want to watch.” Doc tossed the 
chips aside. “Really, stay. You’d be doing me a favor. | can’t 
stop thinking about him, either.” 

It was then that Jake realized the fact that Nathan wasn’t 
healing was taking a great toll on Doc, too. The man was a 
jokester and if ever there was a prank to be pulled, he would 
be involved, but he was also a dedicated healer. Not being 
able to help Nathan was eating at him just as it was eating 


at Jake. If they could give each other a few hours of peace, it 
would be a Godsend. 

“Okay, but | get the captain’s chair.” Much like him, Doc 
had opted to build a little house of his own on the ranch. He 
said he needed the room for all his mad-scientist 
experiments. 

“Ooh, you drive a hard bargain.” Doc unloaded a bag, 
and from the very bottom he extracted a six-pack of 
imported beer. 

“Damn, Doc, are you trying to seduce me?” Jake sighed. 
“I mean, chips, sports, beer—sure seems like you’ve got my 
number.” 

“Naw. You’re too big. Definitely not my type. | like them 
Small, smart, and sexy.” 

“Asshole.” 

Doc was about to put the beer in the fridge. 

“Hey, | didn’t say | didn’t want one.” 

“Okay, just be sure to keep your hands to yourself.” 

“No problem. You’re not my type, either.” There was an 
awkward pause when Nathan flashed into Jake’s mind, but 
Doc distracted him by tossing him a bottle opener. Jake 
caught it, grabbed some chips, and headed into the living 
room. “You're bringing the whole six-pack?” 

“Like it’s going to last longer than an hour.” 

“Good point.” Jake plopped down in the oversized 
recliner and propped up his feet. “Ah, yeah, baby. This is the 
bomb.” 

Doc settled on the smaller love seat. “Oh, don’t worry 
about me. This is really the best seat in the house.” 

“Yeah. Reverse psychology isn’t going to work.” 

“Worth a shot.” 

Within minutes, they had a baseball game going, 
multiple bags of chips open, moderately cold beers in hand, 
and for a while, they were able to focus on something other 
than Nathan. But even then, he kept popping into Jake’s 
thoughts. What if he simply never woke up? What if the 
wound on his neck became infected? Wasn’t that likely to 


happen if it never healed? The wound wouldn’t kill him, but 
the infection would? And what if Kingsley stuck his big 
fucking nose into the ranch business and demanded a 
coyote hunt? What would that mean for Marshal and Elliot 
as shifters? Did they feel a deeper affinity for the other 
coyotes because they were almost one of them? 

“Stop it.” Doc tossed a pillow at Jake. 

“What?” Jake tossed it back. 

“I know you're thinking about him because | can 
practically see smoke coming out your ears.” 

“That’s not from thinking,” Jake said, popping open 
another beer. “There’s a little man who lives in my head, 
and he gets cold, so he has a little wooden stove.” 

“Ah. This explains why you shove toothpicks up your 
nose.” 

Jake laughed and then sobered. “I wish | knew what to 
do.” 

“Yeah.” Doc polished off his beer and grabbed another. 
“It really sucks that life doesn’t come with a handbook.” 

“What do you make of all that noise he was making 
about Marshal?” Jake had let his own thoughts on that chase 
around in his head until he was dizzy. 

“Do you honestly think Marshal was up in the hills trying 
to mate with Nathan?” Doc took a long pull off his beer. “I 
mean, just think about that logically for a moment. Marshal 
has been living out here, running this ranch for ten years, 
with plenty of men around, but he manages to keep his dick 
in his pants. And then, he finds a naked man in a field and 
does his best to keep his hands off him but can’t resist, 
because it turns out they are mates—lifelong, eternally 
bound, forever kind of mates. Together they gain the ability 
to shift into coyote form. However, for some insane reason, 
Marshal has turned into a right greedy bastard who decides 
to steal the man he’s been desperately trying to get you to 
claim. Yeah, that makes sense.” 

“Okay, yeah, that’s stupid.” Jake felt awful for suspecting 
a man who had been nothing but a good friend and a kind 


employer. 

“Yeah. It’s really stupid.” 

“Then why do I keep going back to that?” 

“Because you’re a lawyer and you want an explanation. | 
know you, Jake. You hate that the world isn’t a neat, clean, 
and tidy place. People do things that are incomprehensible. 
Like Nathan getting up in the middle of the night and 
wandering off.” 

“Nathan didn’t wander off. He climbed out a window 
wearing only one of my T-shirts.” 

Doc lifted his hands. “I misspoke. Anyway, my point is 
that since you can’t figure out an answer as to why he did 
that, it’s easier to try to find someone who compelled him to 
do that crazy thing. By trying to stick the blame on Marshal, 
you solve the why and let yourself and Nathan off the hook.” 

“Is that it?” 

“I'm not a shrink, but it seems to me you have a 
whopping dose of guilt because you had two chances to 
claim Nathan and you didn’t.” 

“| couldn’t.” 

“Why?” 

“It’s complicated.” Jake wasn’t so sure that telling Doc 
everything was going to help matters, but he found himself 
blurting out the truth in one giant glut of information. It was 
almost like he vomited up the details. “We were crazy in 
love when I was in graduate school, and then he married a 
woman he got pregnant and | couldn’t get over it when he 
came back looking to ignite our flame again.” 

Doc’s brows went high as he took it all in. “Okay. | guess | 
can understand your reluctance.” 

Jake grimaced. “I still love him.” 

“But you weren’t ready.” Doc rose and picked up the 
empty beer bottles. “The world isn’t black and white. It’s all 
these complicated shades of gray. You keep beating yourself 
up for not taking him when you had the chance, like doing 
that would have solved all these problems.” 


“Wouldn't it? | mean, if | had just claimed Nathan, none 
of this would be going on now, would it?” 

“No. You'd just have different problems. Or maybe even 
the same ones. You can’t know what would have happened 
had you chosen that other path. The world doesn’t work like 
that.” 

“And so trying to blame Marshal?” 

“Takes the onus off of you. And Nathan. But mainly you.” 
Doc tossed the bottles then returned to the living room. “Do 
you really think Marshal could have done something like 
that?” 

“No.” Jake shook his head and rose. “I just—you’re right. 
Blaming him makes me feel better. Hell, | was even blaming 
Elliot when he didn’t go up into the foothills with us.” 

“It’s a defense mechanism. And for the love of Pete, 
don’t go beating yourself up over that now.” 

Jake laughed. That was one of Cassidy’s favorite sayings. 
“For the love of Pete, | will do my best to stop blaming 
everyone, accept the situation, and see what | can do in the 
here and now.” 

“There you go. That’s the way to handle it.” Doc flicked 
off the television. 

“When the hell did you get so smart?” 

“If I’m so fucking smart, why is it | don’t have a mate?” 

“Oh, that’s easy.” 

Doc's uplifted brows asked the question. 

“They are going to have to brew up someone special to 
keep you entertained.” 

Doc grinned. “Let’s hope he has long hair and a 
dynamite laugh.” 

“| never pegged you for liking the girly type of man.” 

“Long hair doesn’t mean girly.” Doc wagged his finger. 
“Long hair on the right man is sexy as hell.” 

“Well, then,” Jake teased lightly, quoting Cassidy’s other 
most favorite thing to say. 

“Yes. So get on home, get some sleep, and | will call you 
if | hear anything.” Doc extracted his cell phone from his 


front pocket. “lIl keep it on all night.” 

“You're a good man.” Jake pulled on his jacket. 

“Drive slowly.” 

“I’m going to walk.” 

“You're a good man, too.” Doc clapped him on the back. 
“The exercise will do you wonders. Talk to you in the 
morning.” 

“Unless—” 

“Unless | hear something.” Doc pulled Jake close and 
hugged him hard. “Try to get some sleep.” 

Jake took his time walking down the road to his house. 
The moon was up, and even at half it made the land plenty 
bright enough to see the road he walked along. Stars 
glittered in the sky, and the cool air smelled like sage. When 
the wind whipped past him, he closed his eyes and drew a 
deep breath of the river. Since it was June, there was still a 
lot of spring runoff feeding the Rough River. The rapids 
churned up the water, tossing the ripe smell of silt into the 
air. Maybe tonight he’d sleep with his window open. It was 
one of his favorite things. Jake always looked forward to the 
first night when he could sleep with his bedroom window 
open. He felt a little blue during the fall when he realized 
having that window open would end. But only for a while. 
The cold grip of winter always gave way to spring and 
eventually summer. 

As he drew closer to his home, he realized he hadn't left 
a light on. That made him sad. There was something in him 
that had almost hoped that Nathan would be there. Nathan 
would have a light on to greet him. Moreover, he’d have a 
smile on his face and possibly a twinkle in his eye that said 
there was a deeper meaning behind his happy greeting. 
Rather than get tangled up in television or e-mail or 
anything else, Jake would lose himself in just being with 
Nathan. Feeling his strong, tall body against his. Hearing 
that submissive whimper that Nathan made when Jake 
touched him just so. 


“I'd give just about anything to hear that sound again.” 
Jake opened his front door without a key. There was no 
sense locking up when only friends would be about. Or that 
was what he’d always thought. He’d only told Nathan to lock 
the bedroom door to protect him. Little did Jake know the 
danger would come from without, not within. Jake closed the 
door behind him but didn’t lock it. He wasn’t sure why, 
exactly. It wasn’t like Nathan would rise up from his hospital 
bed and walk all the way out to the ranch. That would be a 
journey of almost fifty miles. But Jake left it unlocked just 
the same. 

He turned on some lights, and they made the house 
seem bigger and emptier than ever. 

Jake went in to use the bathroom. When he was done, he 
found the shirt Nathan had tossed off after their mutual 
masturbation session. He scooped it up and took a deep 
breath of Nathan’s scent. 

“Ah, fuck. How the hell did | resist that?” What was so 
strange was that when he’d been in the cave with Nathan 
and he’d smelled him, the scent had been stale, like it was 
old. This shirt was from three nights ago, but it didn’t smell 
oddly old like Nathan had smelled when he’d leaned over 
him in the dark. This was faint, but intense, and captivating. 
The shirt smelled good. So Jake took the shirt and put it in 
his bed. It was sad, but he thought it was the only comfort 
he had. Right now he’d take what he could get. 

Jake left his bedroom and returned to the main room. 
Since he was unable to stay seated for any length of time, 
he didn’t even try to work on one of his cases. Watching 
television was pointless, too, especially when he couldn’t 
focus long enough to pay attention to even the simplest 
plot. So he paced back and forth from one end of the house 
to the other. Each pass took him past Nathan’s door. Unable 
to bear the smell of his fear, Jake had left the window open 
and the door closed hoping to air the room out. It had been 
three days now, so he thought he was probably safe. 


Tentatively, he touched the knob and felt how cold the 
metal was under his hand. He turned it and pushed the door 
open. Cold night air washed in through the window, making 
the room at least thirty degrees cooler than the rest of the 
house. The passive solar design was remarkably efficient. 
When he took a deep breath, he smelled nothing but the 
sage that lined the area under the window. 

The smell drew him across the room, and he looked 
down. Maybe Doc was right and what Jake had seen were 
bits of sage stuck to Nathan’s skin rather than scratches. 
That would make sense if he’d climbed out this window. The 
sage was dry here, since it was shielded from what little rain 
they had had during the spring. He should probably water it 
if he didn’t want it to die. Most of the yard was xeriscaped, 
but in times of drought he still needed to water what few 
plants the gardener had put in. 

“Like it matters!” What the hell was he doing worrying 
about his fucking landscaping when Nathan was hurt? God, 
why couldn’t he help him? What good was all his money, his 
brains, his whole fucking life if he couldn’t help the man he 
loved? 

“Jake?” 

Jake spun around so fast he made himself dizzy. Three 
beers and half a bag of chips left him feeling sluggish and 
dazed. On the bed, his skin so pale it was practically 
translucent, was Nathan. 

“Help me.” 


Chapter 13 


Trapped between the real world and the land of shadows, 
Nathan walked. He had tried to tell them what he knew, or 
what he thought he knew, but his words made no sense to 
those who walked the path of reality. To them, he was a sad 
creature that was not here, not there, not anywhere. Nathan 
became a mix of reality and shadow. All because of the 
tricksters. 

“If only | could make them understand.” 

Nathan sighed as he looked down at his body in the 
hospital. Night had fallen, and so his injury was worse. He 
thought that alone would make Jake understand—who 
wouldn’t catch the point of that? But he hadn’t. And Nathan 
realized that since he knew the reason he automatically 
assumed it would be easy for other people to see what he 
did. They would know what he knew. It would be so obvious 
to them when it seemed to be that way to him. 

“I’m a fool.” 

That was what Jake had called himself for not claiming 
his mate when he’d been given the chance. Nathan wept for 
him, for the unnecessary pain that Jake was inflicting on 
himself. It wasn’t his fault he’d resisted. That was Jake 
Tanner. Had someone come to Nathan beforehand and said 
Jake would claim him without a care or any undue worry, 
Nathan would have laughed himself simple. He would have 
said, “You don’t know Jake.” But Nathan did. Oh, yes. Nathan 
knew Jake. He knew Jake would struggle to let go of the 
past. He would struggle to accept that happiness had fallen 
into his lap. If anyone was the epitome of skeptical, that 
man was Jake Tanner. 

And Nathan loved him. 

How could he not? 

Jake wasn’t easy. And even if they got through this, he 
wouldn’t magically become easy. Jake was always going to 
be a hard sell. He was always going to be incredulous. 


Because that was Jake. It was why he made a fine attorney. 
It was why he revered the truth and despised lies. 

Nathan had been trapped for three days because of his 
injury, but when he’d reached out to his shadow, they had 
decided that they had to work together to heal. If Nathan 
died, so, too, would his shadow. Once the shadow passed 
on, it would have no chance at becoming mortal, so after a 
lengthy struggle, Nathan’s shadow had agreed to seek 
Jake’s help. He’d crawled in the open window and climbed 
into bed so when Jake returned he would be able to seek 
Jake’s aid. 

“Help me.” 

Jake was by his side in mere seconds. His large hand was 
gentle against Nathan’s head, but when Jake felt the cold, 
somewhat rubbery flesh of his shadow, he frowned and 
pulled his hand away. The look of disgust on Jake’s face said 
it all. His repulsion was further clarified when he wiped his 
hand off on his pants. 

“What are you?” 

“I’m Nathan’s shadow.” Nathan was in two places at 
once. He was in Scorpion in a hospital bed, but he was also 
in Jake’s house, in the guest bed he’d lent to him because 
he couldn’t claim him just yet. 

“How did you get out here?” 

“Turn on the light. | need the light to heal.” 

Jake frowned and stepped back from the bed. His hand 
hovered over the light switch. “What if this is what Nathan 
was warning me about? About you the shadow. That you’re 
the trickster.” 

Ah, that was his Jake. Eternally suspicious and distrustful. 
“Lam, but I’m not trying to hurt Nathan. If he dies, l'Il die, 
too.” 

Jake gritted his teeth so hard Nathan heard them grind 
together. 

“Please help me help him. | promise | will leave you alone 
if you do.” 

“It was you who was leaning over me in the cave.” 


The shadow Nathan nodded even though it hurt their 
neck. “I was trying to get you to claim me.” 

“Why?” 

“Because if you had claimed Nathan’s shadow rather 
than the real Nathan, | would become mortal.” 

“And Nathan?” 

“He would have become my shadow.” Nathan’s shadow 
felt sad that he would no longer have that golden 
opportunity, but it was better to have a quasi existence than 
none at all. 

“Why does his wound heal during the day and then 
revert at night?” 

Nathan realized that Jake wasn’t going to turn on the 
light until he had all his questions answered. So rather than 
fuss and fume, which would serve no purpose other than to 
exhaust him and make Jake dig in his heels more deeply, 
Nathan relaxed and did his best to explain. His shadow 
resisted, but again, their very existence was at stake. He 
had no choice but to answer Jake’s questions or die. 

“When is a shadow strongest?” 

“What the fuck is this?” Jake asked. “Some kind of 
existential question like what’s the sound of one hand 
clapping?” 

“No. I’m trying to help you understand the ways of the 
Shadows. When is a shadow strongest?” 

“During the day.” Jake took in a sharp breath as the 
answer dawned. “That’s why he heals during the day, 
because that’s when you’re strong. The wound was inflicted 
on you, not on Nathan.” 

Nathan’s shadow nodded. “When night falls | have no 
power because that’s the time Nathan can shift into his 
coyote form.” 

“Wait. That’s not right. | saw Marshal shift in broad 
daylight. He turned into his coyote form without a moment’s 
hesitation.” 

“Marshal is fully mated. Nathan isn’t. Do you remember 
when Elliot came to the ranch?” 


“Not really. | was around because | was going to help him 
with the wanted flyer, but | wasn’t privy to all the details.” 

“Elliot shifted into coyote form at night because he 
smelled Marshal, his mate. He traveled for miles to get to 
him.” 

“How do you know?” Jake kept his hand near the light 
switch, seeming to know that he literally held the shadow’s 
truthfulness in the palm of his hand. 

“Because both Elliot and Marshal have shadows.” 

Jake considered. “Marshal’s shadow was touching 
Nathan. That’s how that happened. That’s how Marshal was 
touching him when he swore he wasn’t.” 

Nathan sighed. “Right.” 

“But Nathan said he bit him. Why wasn’t there a mark on 
the human Marshal?” 

“Because Marshal is fully mated. His shadow is stronger 
and able to heal on his own. I’m not.” 

“What if Marshal’s shadow would have mated with 
Nathan?” 

“If the shadow Marshal had been able to mate with the 
real Nathan, he would have gained mortality.” 

“And the real Marshal?” 

“Nothing would have happened to him. But he would 
have been quite surprised if he ever ran into himself.” 
Nathan’s shadow laughed. “However, it would be unlikely, 
as shadows who do gain mortality get as far from their 
counterparts as possible.” 

“And Nathan would have just ceased to exist?” 

“As a human.” 

“He would have become your shadow?” 

“That is the way of our kind.” 

“Tricksters.” 

“That’s the legacy of the coyote. We are shadows.” 

“Will you try again?” 

“If | had a chance to mate with another shifter who isn’t 
fully mated, yes. | would try again. All of my kind would. It’s 
the only way we can become mortal. Although, now that you 


know, it would make things difficult if not impossible for us 
to trick anyone.” Nathan’s shadow sighed. “Please, turn on 
the light and help me to help your mate. Without strong, 
consistent light, | can’t heal.” 

“Why didn’t you just turn on the light yourself?” 

“It wouldn’t help me if | turned it on.” At Jake’s dubious 
frown, he added, “It won’t help me unless it’s freely given 
by you.” 

“Because I’m Nathan’s mate?” 

“Yes.” 

“One more thing.” Jake considered him with an incisive 
gaze. “Tell me how you came into existence. If all of us have 
a shadow, why hasn’t something happened between our 
kinds before?” 

Nathan’s shadow leaned up so he could get a look at 
Jake. “You only create your shadow when you shift for the 
first time.” 


Chapter 14 


“The missing mass.” Jake felt like a gigantic lightbulb 
went off over his head. 

Nathan’s shadow nodded. “You were so close to figuring 
out the truth all on your own.” 

Jake's frown asked the question. 

“I am your mate’s shadow. Like him, | am attracted to 
you. | saw you on your computer watching the video of 
Marshal shifting over and over. You knew there was 
something not quite right about his size.” 

“So right now | don’t have a shadow.” 

“No.” Nathan’s shadow lay down flat on the bed. “Please. 
Can we talk with the light on?” 

As worried as Jake was that he was being tricked, he also 
sensed the shadow was telling the truth. He knew this man 
wasn’t Nathan. This was the creature that had used 
Nathan’s scent to try to get him to mate, but the smell was 
all wrong and his body had felt rubbery and cold. If a 
Shadow came into creation during a shift, because half the 
mass had to go somewhere, it made sense that this shadow 
would be half the man that the real Nathan was. It wasn’t a 
Shadow so much as it was cast behind Nathan by the light, 
but it was cast when Nathan’s extra mass had to go 
elsewhere. 

“That’s why you are stronger during the night, because 
that’s when Nathan would shift into coyote form.” 

Nathan’s shadow nodded. 

“Wait, then why can’t you heal? Why did you say you 
were stronger in the daylight?” His hand still hovered over 
the switch. Damn. He either had to trust and do what this 
creature said or—unfortunately, he didn’t have a plan B. 

“I am stronger during the day as a shadow, but at night, 
if he shifts, | am even stronger as a creature in my own right 
because he casts off that extra mass to me.” 

“So in the day if he’s human you're just a shadow 
without power. In the night if he’s human you’re still just a 


Shadow without power.” 

“Right.” 

“For you to have any power at all he needs to shift.” 

“Yes. But it’s stronger at night.” 

“Why?” 

“| don’t know!” The shadow sat up. “Go ask the great 
creator, as | don’t know his mind!” 

“I think you do know.” Jake wasn’t actually sure of that, 
but he needed to push. Nathan had been adamant about 
tricksters and shadows. Whatever he did could hurt or heal 
Nathan. 

“In the light if he is human, | am truly just his shadow 
with little or no power. | am only stronger in my physical 
presence. | am more visible during the day, but | am not 
more powerful. | cannot heal at night because he doesn’t 
shift to coyote and therefore | don’t get the infusion of his 
extra mass.” The Nathan shadow leaned up and cast him 
beseeching eyes. “Please. You must decide if you’re going to 
help me or not.” 

“I’m not going to help you.” Jake turned on the light. “But 
| will do anything to help Nathan.” 

Nathan’s shadow let out a long sigh of relief and settled 
back in the bed. He turned his head to the side so that the 
light could fall upon his neck. The wound was ghastly. 

“I’m sorry | bit you.” Jake still didn’t understand all there 
was between a man and his shadow, but he knew enough 
now that he thought he could help. “Stay here. | have an 
idea.” 

Jake left the bedroom and went into the room he used as 
his office. He took the small lamp from the table by the 
widow, grabbed an extension cord, and returned to the 
guest room. 

“What’s that?” 

“I actually tried to grow some plants once upon a time.” 
Jake plugged the lamp into the cord then plugged that into 
the nearest outlet. “It was a disaster, since when I get on a 
case | have a tendency to forget about everything else. Like 


doing the dishes, laundry, or in this case, watering the 
house plants. | thought they looked scraggily because they 
weren’t getting enough light from the windows.” 

“Is that a bulb that mimics sunlight?” 

“Yep.” Jake turned it on and brought it close to the 
Shadow’s neck. “Do you think it will help?” 

“It couldn’t hurt.” 

Jake settled on the edge of the mattress and bent the 
goose-necked lamp so that the bulb shone down on the 
Shadow’s neck. 

“Yikes.” 

“What?” 

“It’s making the wound look worse, but that’s only 
because it’s illuminating all the gore.” Jake sat silently while 
holding the lamp. “Does it feel like it’s doing anything?” 

“I think so.” 

They sat quietly, and it seemed to Jake that the wound 
was healing. Slowly, so terribly slowly, but at least it was 
progress. 

“What will happen now that | know about you?” Jake 
darted his gaze from the wound to the shadow’s eyes. 

He looked up and away very fast. A sure sign of guilt. But 
guilt about what? 

“Don’t lie to me. I’m a lawyer, and | can tell when 
someone is gearing up to tell me a fib.” Much like the 
famous Judge Judy, Jake considered himself a living, 
breathing lie detector. All the little short hairs on the back of 
his neck stood up when someone fibbed to him. He never 
asked his clients if they had committed the crime or not, but 
he told them they had to tell him the truth about anything 
and everything he did ask. If they lied, he always knew. And 
right now this shadow was raising a lot of little hairs. 

“I wasn’t going to lie,” the shadow defended hotly. 

“Yeah, you were. You looked me right in the eye and then 
looked away as quick as you could. That’s a clear sign that 
you're not going to be honest.” 

The shadow frowned. “What do you want?” 


Jake hesitated. A normal person would wonder why he 
was asking such a question, and Jake did, but he wasn’t 
about to let his curiosity show. “You know now that | know 
what you are and what you’re capable of. Me knowing gives 
me certain power.” 

The shadow nodded curtly. “I already promised | wouldn’t 
try to seduce you again. Not that you were falling for it the 
first time around.” He sighed. “So far I’ve not heard of a 
Shadow pulling that off. There’s no mimicking the feel or 
smell of a human. Even with Nathan’s scent on me, 
something about my form turns the essence stale and 
strange. One of the shadows actually got a mate stinking 
drunk, and he still knew it wasn’t right. Not that he could 
get it up what with all that booze in his system.” 

“I wasn’t about to ask for something that | know you 
wouldn’t be able to accomplish anyway.” Jake thought that 
the shadow was trying to sway him toward asking for 
something. A favor? Perhaps in helping the shadow he was 
granted the right to ask for something in exchange. But why 
waste such a potentially valuable gift when he had nothing 
to ask for at the moment? 

“Then what do you want?” 

“I'll let you know.” 

Disappointment flashed in the shadow’s eyes. Jake 
confirmed that his supposition was correct. By Jake helping 
the shadow he would be granted one—wish? Hmmm. That 
he would have to think long and hard about before making 
up his mind. “Just how powerful are you?” 

“I can’t bend the laws of time and space, so don’t ask for 
something ridiculous like the moon or some other such 
romantic nonsense.” 

“I don’t want the moon.” Jake adjusted the light on the 
wound. “What in the world would | do with it?” 

“Beats me. But I’ve heard some have asked for stupid 
things like that.” 

“What are some other things people have asked for?” 
Jake thought that would give him an idea of the shadow’s 


power. 

“Oh, there was this man in New Mexico who wanted to— 
hey, wait a minute.” The shadow darted his gaze to Jake’s 
face. “You’re just trying to feel me out, aren’t you? Well, no 
way, pal. I’m not betraying my kind.” Defiantly, he crossed 
his arms over his chest and then winced. 

“Uncross your arms and relax. You’re going to undo all 
the healing we’ve done.” Jake touched his fingers lightly to 
the area around the wound. With the light so close, it had 
caused the rubbery coldness of the shadow’s skin to abate. 
If Jake weren’t thinking too clearly, he might believe he was 
touching real human flesh. But what would always give the 
Shadows away was the fact they had no scent. Even as he 
sat here, leaning right over him, there was no smell to his 
breath, his skin, his hair—nothing. It was almost like 
rendering care to one of those Resusci Anne dolls the 
American Heart Association used to demonstrate CPR 
techniques. “Besides, I’ve got your number.” 

The shadow frowned, and little worry lines deepened 
over his brow. 

Jake smiled in a deliberately slow way, like he was 
thinking of all the things he could potentially ask for when 
he honestly had no idea. 

“|I don’t know what you could possibly want. | mean, once 
you mate you get so many benefits that anything | could 
add would be minor.” 

“Right.” Jake nodded and then examined the wound 
again. “But you know mankind.” 

“Always greedy and never satisfied.” The Nathan shadow 
sighed. “I can’t give you anything until you claim him, you 
know.” 

“Is that right?” Jake acted bored when the truth was his 
heart was dancing a funny little jig in his chest. 

“Oh, come on. Did one of the others tell you?” 

“Now, do | look like the kind of man who would tell on 
another?” Jake frowned and eased back so he could look the 
shadow more fully in the face. 


“No. You look like a skilled negotiator.” 

“It’s what | do for a living.” 

“Lawyer. Right. In the shadow world, we have 
negotiators, but we don’t call them lawyers. We just call 
them negotiators.” 

“You're kind is more simplistic than our kind.” 

“Are you calling my kind stupid?” He lowered one brow 
and raised another. It was so bizarre in that he looked 
exactly like Nathan, but none of his facial expressions, 
mannerisms, or even the cadence of his voice was similar. It 
was as if some other man had simply slipped on Nathan’s 
face and body, wearing it like a costume. 

“Not at all,” Jake soothed softly. “Il respect you.” And that 
was true. In his lifetime, Jake had met all kinds of people 
from all walks of life. He’d learned not to judge a book by its 
cover or a man by his profession or anyone by the company 
they kept. Some of the kindest, most generous people he 
knew hung around with utter lowlifes because they were on 
a mission to convert them into full members of society. “l 
respect you and your kind. Clearly, you serve a function in 
the world.” 

“We do.” The shadow nodded and then winced when the 
motion pulled on the wound. “We balance the energy so 
that you can shift without injury. We also hold your place.” 

“Hold our place?” 

“When one of you shifts into coyote form, your extra 
mass spills off onto us and we hold your human shape. 
Without us, you might just forget and stay trapped in your 
coyote body.” 

Since Jake hadn’t shifted, he had no idea what it was like 
to be a human inside a coyote body. But one thing he did 
know was that Marshal had retained his human intelligence 
because he’d been swayed by Elliot to let Kingsley go. An 
animal, a true animal, wouldn’t have been able to 
understand what Elliot was saying, let alone act upon what 
he’d said. “Why would we forget when we take our human 
mind with us?” 


“Because.” 

Jake waited, but the shadow said nothing else. “Oh, 
that’s enlightening.” 

“It’s like trying to describe the color red to a blind man.” 

“Ah. You can’t explain because I’ve never shifted.” 

The shadow nodded. 

“Try anyway.” 

He sighed. “When you shift, if you didn’t have a place 
holder, you would slowly forget the human side of you. 
Humans easily become fascinated with novelty.” 

Jake nodded, as he was entirely guilty of that very thing. 

“There are those who love the same thing over and over, 
like humans who go to the same restaurant and order the 
same thing each time, but even they can be intrigued by a 
novel situation.” The shadow reached up and touched his 
healing wound. “But after a while what was once novel 
becomes traditional.” 

“Without my shadow holding my place, | would think that 
| was supposed to be a coyote?” 

“That’s right.” 

“But wouldn’t that be to your benefit?” 

“How?” 

“If we stayed in our coyote bodies, you would be free to 
keep up the charade in our human bodies.” 

“You still don’t understand all the drawbacks. We have no 
smell. We create no heat. We can be injured but can’t heal 
on our own. We need you just as you need us. The only way 
we can be free of you is to take your place, but then you are 
still with us as our shadows.” 

“It’s a symbiotic relationship. One can’t exist without the 
other.” 

“Right. If | had been successful in seducing you, | would 
have taken Nathan’s place. | would have become human, 
and he would have become my shadow. You’ve noticed that 
| look like him but | am not him. | have my own personality, 
my own wants and drives. Just because | look like him 
doesn’t make me the same as him.” 


“You would have seduced me and then left.” It was a gut 
feeling, but apparently a correct one. 

“| would have.” 

“That’s cruel.” 

“That’s life.” The shadow looked toward the window 
which was now closed and locked. Jake hadn’t wanted one 
of the other shadows to sneak up on him. “The pain of your 
torment would have fueled me for years.” 

Jake said nothing, but he recalled a story of some kind of 
energy vampire that took the shape of a beautiful woman. 
She would set about to seduce a man and make him mad 
with love and lust for her, and then at the height of the 
affair she’d grow cold and distant. Nothing the man said or 
did would please her. And then she would go, taking all his 
fire-bright passion with her. She would live for years on the 
powerful emotions she had built and stolen, and the man 
would slowly become a shell of his former self. Some 
recovered, but most didn’t. Eventually, they died, bitter and 
broken, while the energy vampire moved on to another 
target. Jake supposed that the shadows were similar but 
only if they could obtain a human body. 

A subtle ringtone filled the air, and Jake retrieved his cell 
phone from his front pocket. He smiled when he saw who 
was calling. He answered, “What’s up, Doc?” 

“You're very clever.” Doc laughed. “I know it’s late, but | 
have great news.” 

Jake held his breath in anticipation. 

“Nathan is not only healing, but he woke up.” 

“That’s fantastic!” In his joy, Jake let go of the lamp and 
barely caught it before the bulb touched the shadow’s skin. 

“But he wants to check out against medical advice. He’s 
insisting he needs to see you. | was hoping you could talk 
him into staying in the hospital for another few nights.” 

Jake considered the look on the shadow’s face. Fear, 
trepidation, and something else. Something, perhaps his gut 
instinct again, said the shadow was worried about Nathan 
coming home before he was fully healed. Why would that 


matter? If by healing the shadow Jake was also healing 
Nathan, then they were both getting what they wanted. 

“Bring him home. l'Il explain when you get here.” 

Doc argued the point, but Jake was adamant. The more 
he pushed to have Nathan brought home, the more 
concerned the shadow seemed to become, which indicated 
to Jake that he was on the right path. Eventually, Doc gave 
in and agreed to go and get Nathan from the hospital. 
Having him checked out into a legitimate medical doctor’s 
care would go a long way toward reassuring the staff at the 
hospital. 

“He'll be here in about two hours.” Jake smiled down at 
the shadow, who swallowed hard. “Why don’t you tell me 
what you’re so worried about?” 

“You should never allow your human to see you. It’s 
frowned upon.” 

“Why is that?” 

“It can cause some bizarre reactions in some people. The 
idea of having someone out in the world who looks exactly 
like you is disconcerting.” 

“I think Nathan can handle it.” Jake held his phone 
speculatively and then turned it back on. 

“Who are you calling?” 

“Marshal and Elliot.” 

“Why?” 

“You're going to call the other shadows here.” 

“No.” 

“Yes.” 

“You can’t make me.” 

Jake leaned close so that his breath washed over the 
Shadow’s face. “You are just like humans and animals 
everywhere. In fact, you possess the one drive that all living 
species have. You want to survive. More than anything you 
want simple survival.” 

“If you kill me, you'll kill Nathan, too!” The shadow 
pushed away the lamp, but Jake put his hand on the center 


of the shadow’s chest and held him down to the bed with 
minimal effort. 

“| don’t think so.” Jake stroked his finger over the wound 
and watched as the shadow held his breath. “To create 
another shadow, all Nathan has to do is shift after | fully 
mate with him.” 

Horror made the shadow’s eyes wide. “Please, don’t. | 
don’t want to start all over.” 

“All over?” Jake was pleased his ploy had worked so well. 
He’d actually had no intention of bringing Marshal and Elliot 
into contact with their shadows. He simply wanted to see 
what suggesting it would do to Nathan’s shadow. 

“If | can’t stay as Nathan’s shadow, | have to go back to 
all the souls waiting for a chance. l'Il be at the bottom, and | 
spent decades waiting and longing and | just want to feel 
what it is to be human again!” 

“Well, then. It seems to me we both have something that 
we want.” Jake put the lamp close to the wound again, 
amazed at how quickly it was healing now. “But you told me 
that your only hope to taste being human again was if you 
succeeded in seducing an unmated shifter. Obviously, that’s 
a lie or you wouldn’t be so adamant about keeping your 
position as Nathan’s shadow.” 

The shadow’s brow wrinkled up from what Jake thought 
was disappointment. He had been so very convincing, but 
Jake had been on his guard because Nathan had said over 
and over they were tricksters. 

“| can trade for the chance.” 

“Trade what?” 

“I can give you the power to reproduce.” 

“I already have that power.” 

“No, | mean with Nathan.” 

Jake felt a curious kind of hope wash over him. He and 
Nathan able to merge their bodies and bring forth a child? It 
was madness. And yet the very idea was profoundly 
alluring. Giving him a son was the one thing Darcy had been 
able to do that Jake simply couldn’t. 


“How would you manage that?” Jake kept the phone in 
his hands, his thumb tracing over the buttons. 

“I can manage it, but l'Il not tell you how unless we come 
to an agreement.” 

Jake's circling digit froze. 

“You like that idea.” The shadow smiled up at him, but 
the edges were too high, twisting the expression from one of 
pleasure to one just a shade shy of horror. 

“I wouldn’t agree to something that | didn’t understand 
first.” 

“Then we are at an impasse.” 

Jake couldn’t even wrap his head around how that would 
work. He believed this was only more trickery. There was a 
reason the shadow feared a confrontation with Nathan, and 
it had nothing to do with protecting Nathan’s mental faculty. 
It had to be self-serving. 

“Perhaps | will make a deal directly with Nathan.” 

Jake frowned. 

“Don’t you think, given your history, Nathan would want 
to do that for you?” the shadow asked. “If he loves you, he’d 
be honored to give you a child. What mate wouldn’t?” 

Jake rushed past that notion because he didn’t want to 
dwell on something that wasn’t meant to be. He believed in 
truth and justice, but he also firmly believed there was an 
order to all things. Men didn’t carry babies because they 
weren't built to do so. It was that simple. 

“But if you bring Nathan here and he confronts me, there 
will be no hope of you ever receiving such a blessing.” 

“Confronts you?” Jake considered. “That’s a curious turn 
of phrase.” 

“I’ve explained that he won’t be able to handle what he 
sees. That’s why he was blindfolded and bound—” 

“Because seeing you is detrimental to you, not him.” 
Jake considered the image of a boy walking along with his 
Shadow at his side. Depending on the time of day and the 
cloud cover, a shadow could be long and thin or short and 
squat. A shadow wasn’t static. It changed as the owner 


changed and as the sun moved in the sky. A shadow paced 
the body it was attached to. It followed the body it was cast 
from. However, if Jake were to stomp on Nathan’s real 
Shadow, it wouldn’t harm him in the slightest. At worst, it 
would cause Nathan to give him a rather perplexed look, 
much like a continued belief in the notion that if you 
stepped on a crack you’d break your mother’s back. Such an 
idea was childish. Stepping on a crack had no impact on 
anyone’s back, and stepping on a shadow didn't, either. 

When Jake had injured Nathan’s shadow by biting him, 
he’d injured both the shadow and the actual man. Therefore 
this shadow wasn’t simply cast by Nathan. It was intimately 
tied to him. This shadow had been driven to mate with Jake 
to take Nathan’s place, because if he did, he would be 
human, and if he didn’t he would continue to be the shadow. 

“And you can’t ever leave him once you're firmly cast in 
that role.” 

“What?” 

“Oh, you are so very clever. Offering me the chance to 
have children, telling me that all you want is to heal 
Nathan.” 

“It’s true! | can do that for you, and | do want Nathan 
fully healed.” 

“That | believe. Because once he’s fully healed and if | 
don’t claim him, you’ll have another chance to become 
human, won’t you? Another chance beyond waiting for 
another unmated shifter, that is.” 

The shadow kept on staring right into Jake’s eyes 
because he knew that to look and then look away quickly 
was indicative of a lie, so he held Jake’s gaze with dogged 
determination. But then he blinked and the truth was clear. 

“I think | know what it is you’re so afraid of.” Jake held his 
hand right in the center of the shadow’s chest. There was no 
heartbeat, no heat, and no sense of touching a living thing. 
“A shadow always follows. It never leads. But you think that 
once Nathan is healed you might be able to accomplish 
trading places with him. Not by seducing me, because I'll 


know, but by sneaking up on him, embracing him, 
Smothering him, and infusing yourself into him.” Jake 
recalled that on the way to the hospital Nathan had been 
brushing at his legs, saying that something slick and horrid 
was trying to climb up his body. “You were trying to meld 
yourself into him before | took him to the hospital, but you 
failed.” Enlightenment hit. “That’s why he couldn’t heal, 
because you couldn’t be near him.” 

The shadow tried to scoff, to laugh, but he came off 
sounding trapped and scared. 

“Once Nathan sees you eye to eye, once he knows you 
for exactly what you are, you won’t have any power over 
him at all. You won’t be able to slip yourself inside him. 
You'll be stuck forever as his shadow, and you'll have to 
follow where he leads.” 

Fury filled the shadow’s face, and Jake knew he was 
right. 

“You think you are so very clever,” the shadow said 
archly. “And perhaps you are. You’ve ferreted out all my 
secrets and yet your mate’s truth remains hidden, so just 
how clever can you be?” 


Chapter 15 


“You bargained with the trickster for me?” Nathan was 
wrapped in a blanket and curled close to Jake’s side. They 
were in his house alone after finally convincing Doc, 
Marshal, and Elliot that he was fine. Since his shadow was 
healed, he was now banished to the hills with the others. As 
soon as Nathan regained consciousness, his mental 
connection to his shadow had ceased, but he remembered 
all that had been said and done up to the time he awoke. 
Marshal and Elliot, with their full bond, were immune to the 
pranks of their shadows. Nathan and Jake were still at risk, 
but it was unlikely any of the shadows would attempt to 
seduce them given their intimate knowledge about them. 

“I would bargain with death himself for you.” Jake pulled 
Nathan just a bit closer and kissed him softly. 

“You can press harder.” 

“| swore on my honor to Doc that I’d be gentle.” 

“Well, there’s careful and then there’s flat-out silly.” 
Nathan pressed his forehead to Jake’s and peered directly 
into his eyes. “Have you changed your mind again?” 

“About?” 

“Claiming me.” 

There was a moment of silence, and Nathan pulled away. 
“Forget | asked.” 

“No, wait. | want you. | can let go of everything that | 
thought was holding me back. | am willing and able to deal 
with any tricks from the shadows, but | don’t want to hurt 
you.” 

Nathan’s brows climbed, and he teasingly asked, “Just 
how rough were you planning to be?” 

Jake laughed lightly. “You saw me the other night when | 
was fucking my fists. And that was just me thinking about 
claiming you. I’m afraid if | actually did | wouldn’t have one 
Shred of control.” 

“I trust you.” 

“If you trust me then tell me the truth.” 


“I haven't lied to you.” 

“Your shadow said that | didn’t know your truth.” Jake 
held Nathan’s gaze without fury. “What did he mean by 
that?” 

Nathan settled himself and then started in with his tale. 
“I loved you so much.” 

Jake frowned. 

“I still do. But I’m talking about ten years ago.” 

“When everything fell apart.” 

Nathan nodded slowly, turning over in his mind how to 
tell Jake. How was he going to convey everything without 
making the painful wound Jake still had any worse? “Darcy 
was a good friend and had been for years before | met you.” 

Jake stiffened beside him. 

“Please, keep an open mind. For me.” 

“I'll do my best.” Jake honestly was trying, and that was 
all Nathan could ask for. 

“She was not very worldly, and she got mixed up with 
someone who was abusive. Oh, he didn’t start out that way. 
Abusers never show their true colors on the first date. Or 
the second, third—they pretty much wait until they have 
someone hooked into them. They do their best to control 
the person emotionally first.” 

“I’m familiar with the concept.” Jake took Nathan’s hand 
into his. “I’ve helped file more than one order of protection.” 

“So you understand that one of the first things an abuser 
does is isolate their target.” 

Jake nodded. 

“That’s what Albert did to Darcy. Very systematically, he 
got her away from her friends, her family, and even her 
coworkers. When | saw her I was stunned. Darcy was always 
so vivacious and perky. She was a cheerleader, and even if 
you didn’t know her, you’d guess that about her.” 

“All-around cheery and upbeat?” 

“Yeah. Positive and excited about all the things she was 
going to do with her life. Well, until she started dating 
Albert. When | saw her again after six months—six months is 


just nothing in the greater scheme of things—she was so 
downtrodden | expected her to burst into tears at any 
moment.” 

“All because of this Albert guy?” 

“Yeah. And it got worse. She was pregnant.” 

Jake drew a deep breath, but he didn’t stiffen, draw 
away, or show any other sign of battening himself down 
emotionally. He was open and willing to listen, and Nathan 
fell in love with him all over again. 

“It wasn’t my child.” 

Jake’s brows climbed. “But | thought...” 

“I know. I’m sorry because | didn’t tell you the truth, and 
a lie of omission is still a lie.” Nathan held his breath for a 
moment, centering himself, and then continued. “Darcy was 
terrified that as soon as Albert found out he was going to 
either kill her, make her kill the baby, or both.” Nathan 
remembered how Darcy had conveyed all of this to him 
while she was throwing up from morning sickness. “I told 
her that | would say the child was mine.” 

“And Albert was going to buy that?” 

“| was the one friend she continued to see, supposedly.” 

“Wait, | thought you hadn’t seen her in six months?” 

“She told Albert | was gay and that | owed her money. 
She told him she was seeing me when she was really trying 
to decide what to do with herself. Long before she got 
pregnant, she wanted out but didn’t quite know how to do it 
when, again, he’d systematically isolated her. She was 
afraid to ask for help because she felt foolish. She’d start to 
run away using meeting me as her excuse but then turn 
around and go back to Albert because she didn’t know 
where else to go.” 

“Aw, Nathan. And you were there for her?” 

“I was the only one left, and | didn’t know what to do. | 
knew confronting him would be dangerous. He was a violent 
man, and if he thought | was stealing Darcy away from him, 
he would have hurt both of us, or worse.” Nathan didn’t 
have to tell Jake about abusive men who ended up killing 


those they professed to love. As an attorney, he’d no doubt 
seen it during his years of practice. “At first we tried to 
simply run away, but | had you, and | couldn’t just walk 
away. | wanted to protect Darcy, but | wanted you, too. | 
simply couldn’t do both.” 

“So you picked Darcy.” 

Nathan nodded and dropped his gaze to where their 
joined hands rested between their bodies. 

When he felt gentle pressure lifting his chin, he looked 
up, dreading what he would see in Jake’s face. Anger, 
disappointment, hurt—what he saw dumbfounded him. 

“You made the right call.” 

Stunned by his compassionate acceptance, Nathan 
leaned into him and kissed him. 

“But why didn’t you tell me? | would have understood. 
The three of us could have worked something out.” 

“We couldn’t tell anyone because we were afraid it would 
get back to him. Albert hated her for letting a fag fuck her, 
but there was no way he was going to touch her after me, 
for fear of getting ‘the AIDS,’ as he called it.” Nathan made 
quote marks in the air while rolling his eyes. “Albert said if 
he ever had a chance, he was going to kill all three of us. So 
| got Darcy as far away from him as | could.” 

“And that meant leaving Southern California.” 

“And you.” 

“Aw, Nathan. I’m so sorry | didn’t know. | would have 
helped if | could have.” 

Nathan had believed that, but then there was something 
else that kept him from telling Jake everything. He was 
almost afraid to point it out now. Very quietly, Nathan said, 
“I wanted to tell you, but you were so gung ho about truth 
and justice that | thought you’d be upset that we were 
keeping a man from his son.” 

“Fuck, Nathan. What kind of an asshole did you think | 
was?” Jake sounded more hurt by hearing that than he did 
when he found out Nathan was getting married. 


Nathan took a deep breath then let it out slowly. “You 
were working on a case to give a father in prison the right to 
have visits with his child despite the fact he’d been 
convicted of killing that child’s mother.” 

“Oh, God. The Taumovic case.” Jake washed his hand 
over his face. “I was just doing my job. It was a pro bono 
case that | was assisting on to learn about—never mind. No 
wonder you didn’t tell me. | didn’t believe in doing anything 
to help that miserable excuse for a human being. But the 
lesson was about serving the client even when the client is 
the scum of the earth.” 

“I’m sorry. | thought you honestly believed he had the 
right to see his baby no matter what.” 

“When you're a student, you do mock cases and even 
work on real cases as an assistant just to get your hands 
dirty. That case made my hands filthy. | didn’t want to work 
on it, but | had no choice. | had no idea it cost me you.” 

“| should have asked.” 

“It seems to me we could have saved one another a lot 
of time by having an in-depth discussion.” 

“I wanted to, but Darcy...after what Albert had put her 
through, the mere idea of you not being onboard with what 
we were planning to do terrified her.” 

“So this boy...” 

“William.” 

“He thinks you’re his father when you aren’t?” 

“No. Darcy didn’t want to compound her mistake by lying 
to her son. I’ve always been her roommate, nothing more. 
William is getting to the age where he knows something 
isn’t right. But it’s up to Darcy to tell him, not me.” 

“But you got married.” 

“So that we could cover one another with insurance and 
get all the benefits married couples have. Mostly to protect 
William.” Nathan squeezed Jake’s hand. “But | never once 
slept with her. | never stopped loving you. | dated, or tried 
to, in the last decade. God, talk about a disaster.” Nathan 
shivered. None of those men could measure up to Jake, and 


every time he thought about Jake he got depressed. It 
wasn’t much wonder that things didn’t work out. 

“All this time wasted. All these years.” Jake frowned and 
looked Nathan right in the eye. “You can’t just walk away 
from him or her. Maybe now more than ever William and 
Darcy need you.” Nathan could tell that idea pained Jake 
deeply, but his love for him was only enhanced when Jake 
said, “| understand. And l'Il stand by you even if you want to 
keep living with them.” 

“Oh, Jake.” Nathan wrapped his arms around Jake’s neck 
and hugged him tight. “I knew you’d understand. But Darcy 
is the one who sent me.” 

“She is?” 

“| couldn’t remember when | woke up in the chicken 
coop, but | recalled everything in the hospital. A few weeks 
before | showed up here, | kept dreaming of you. You were 
behind me, but | knew it was you because of your scent and 
the feel of you. You would pull me close and slide your hand 
down my body, asking me, ‘Do you want me?’ and of course 
| did. You’d stroke me, so excruciatingly slow, until | was a 
breath away from orgasm, and then you'd taunt, ‘If you 
want me, come and get me.’” 

“And here you are.” 

“It was Darcy who told me to go. She felt guilty for what 
I'd given up, but | knew it was the right thing to do. But she 
insisted | go. And | was just driven to find you. It didn’t take 
long to track you down over the Internet. | loaded up my car 
and just drove. | remember pulling over somewhere in 
Scorpion to ask about the ranch, and then | caught your 
scent. God! That smell.” Nathan leaned over, pressed his 
nose right against Jake’s chest, and breathed deep. “It’s so 
fucking good | can’t even tell you.” 

“You smelled me in town?” 

“Yeah. But | also knew you weren't there. So | started 
following your scent trail. | didn’t realize for a long time that 
| was a coyote.” 


“That’s what happened to Elliot. He smelled Marshal and 
shifted. Well, he also had a head injury, which is why we 
figured he couldn’t remember everything.” 

“I think part of that is due to the shift.” Nathan slapped 
his forehead. “And I'd better call into town and see if my car 
is still where | left it.” 

Jake let Nathan use his phone. When no one claimed the 
car after three days, it had been towed. All he had to do was 
pay the impound fee and he could have it back. 

“We'll go get it tomorrow.” 

“Good. It’s a great car, so I’m glad | didn’t lose it.” 

“So you eventually got to the ranch...” 

“Right. And | was so hungry. You don’t want to know how 
good those chickens smelled. After | ate, | realized | was 
exhausted, and the next thing | know, Dooley is looking at 
me while talking to Marshal.” 

“I’m glad you made it and that you’re okay.” Jake sighed. 
“So, what will we do about Darcy and William?” 

“We?” 

“You're not in this alone. | can help. You need to keep a 
tie to them, especially William.” 

“Thank you for understanding that.” 

“So, where will we live?” 

“|I was hoping we’d stay here. | mean I'd like to live here. 
With you.” 

“But what about Darcy and William?” 

“They want to move to Nevada. That’s where Darcy’s 
family is.” 

Some of the worry left Jake’s tanned face. “Nevada is 
very close to Utah.” 

“Right next door.” Nathan nodded. “So do you want to 
give this a go, or—” 

He never got past that. Jake pulled him into his lap and 
proceeded to kiss the intelligence right out of his brain. 

“Wow. You know, you could win all your cases if you just 
kissed the opposing attorney first.” 

“Yeah?” 


“Sure. They’d be too bamboozled to litigate effectively.” 

“But | only want to kiss you.” Jake slid his hand down the 
blanket, parting the fabric to expose Nathan’s chest. 

“Ah, well. Then you'll have to keep winning cases by 
using your brains.” 

“| don’t mind.” Jake kissed him again, and again, all the 
while working his hand into the blanket until his strong 
fingers traced across Nathan’s nipple. When he arched up, 
Jake uttered a possessive growl. “As long as | can give all my 
kisses to you.” 

Hungrily, Nathan kissed Jake, loving the way his scent 
deepened with his arousal. He knew without asking that 
there was no turning away this time. Neither one of them 
could even if they wanted to, and finally, neither of them 
wanted to. 

Ever so gently, Jake cradled Nathan in his arms and then 
rose from the couch, carrying him down the hall and into his 
bedroom. Without turning on the light, he placed Nathan on 
his bed and then joined him. Moonlight slipped in through 
the window, giving them all the illumination they needed. 
Nathan didn’t need light to see Jake’s hunger. He could feel 
his need and hear his demanding growls. 

Nathan pushed the blanket away and shivered. 

“Here, get under the covers.” Jake held up the edge of 
the blankets, allowing Nathan to slide his naked body in. 

“Now you.” Nathan grinned. “Well, once you undress.” 

Slowly, Jake stripped out of his clothes, looking right at 
Nathan the entire time. As he shimmied down his jeans, his 
cock swayed back and forth with a hypnotic grace that 
fascinated Nathan. 

“| feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life for you.” 
Nathan lifted up the covers, and Jake joined him under the 
blankets. 

“Then wait no more.” Jake pressed into him, easing 
Nathan onto his back and keeping him there with his much 
bigger body. 


It was easy to become lost in the feel of Jake’s mouth 
kissing hot and hungry over his face to his ears then down 
against his neck. There, his kisses gentled into wisps as light 
as butterfly wings. His tender, loving care was evident in 
everything Jake did. Lower he went, working his way down 
and across Nathan’s chest, teasing his tongue around his 
nipples until he arched up and cried out. 

“That sound.” Jake rose up on one powerful arm so he 
could look down into Nathan’s face. “Your scent and the 
sounds that you make drive me crazy.” 

“It’s mutual.” 

Jake grinned and stroked his hand down Nathan’s chest 
then wrapped it around his cock. Smiling, he coyly asked, 
“Do you want me?” 

“You know | do.” 

Jake proceeded to stroke him just like he had in Nathan’s 
dreams. Slow and seductive, his hand went from the base of 
his cock to the tip and then ever so slowly back down. When 
Jake leaned over, Nathan wasn’t certain what he was 
planning to do until he felt Jake’s hot breath teasing over 
the head of his cock. 

“So sensitive now that you have your foreskin back.” 
Jake’s tongue teased that wicked bit of flesh until Nathan 
had to dig his hands into the mattress to stop himself from 
grabbing his head. “So sweet and sexy to hear the sighs and 
moans of your need.” 

“Jake...” 

“Yes?” 

Just as Nathan was about to speak, Jake lowered his lips 
and pressed openmouthed kisses along Nathan’s shaft, 
leading his way up to the tip where he swirled his talented 
tongue around and around. Nathan’s body went rigid, which 
flicked his cock a bit deeper into Jake’s welcoming mouth. 
Suddenly, he sucked him all the way in right down to the 
base. The sound Nathan made was part human and part 
animal. 


The cry spurred Jake on. Sliding his hand down between 
Nathan’s legs, he teased his thick finger around and around 
the puckered flesh of his bottom while his mouth continued 
to suck and tease his cock. Nathan was going quietly mad 
from not knowing quite what to do with himself. He wanted 
to rock yet didn’t want to throw Jake off his rhythm, but he 
couldn’t hold still, either. In the end he lowered his hand to 
the back of Jake’s head and teased his fingers through his 
hair, gently encouraging him. 

Jake worked him like a master. Before Nathan realized his 
goal, Jake was between his legs, parting them, exposing him 
to his hungry gaze. Jake looked up, smiled, and then 
descended. When his mouth took the place of his fingers 
against his hole, Nathan squirmed with delicious pleasure, 
but Jake pinned him to the bed by pushing his legs up and 
back. 

Hot and slick, his tongue teased in the same manner as 
his fingers—around and around until Nathan felt dizzy. He 
was so aroused he thought he’d never last long enough to 
actually feel Jake inside him. As if he sensed this, Jake eased 
back on his teasing strokes, and instead he slid his finger 
around again and then slipped it inside. 

“So sweet. So tight.” Jake kissed Nathan’s inner thigh. “I 
want you so much.” 

“We've waited so long.” Nathan’s fingers smoothed over 
Jake’s head. “Please, | can’t wait anymore.” 

Jake worked his way up by kissing everywhere while his 
finger slid in and out with maddening grace. When he finally 
reached Nathan’s mouth, Jake’s kisses were passion filled 
but soft, almost as if he feared anything stronger would 
make Nathan disappear. 

“I’m not leaving you again.” 

“I know. I’m not letting you get away.” Jake slid on top of 
him, careful to keep his weight off Nathan by balancing on 
his strong arms. 

“Never again.” Nathan teased his hands up, feeling his 
power, his sheer masculinity, everything that he’d dreamed 


of all those nights alone. Jake was here, with him, balanced 
above him, his cock poised at the entrance, ready. “Don’t 
tease me anymore.” 


Chapter 16 


Jake laughed softly. “Is that what you think I’m doing? 
Teasing you?” Pressing his mouth to Nathan’s ear, he 
breathed in his intoxicating scent and whispered, “I’m trying 
to hold back because as soon as | fill you I’m going to 
climax.” 

“Oh, God, Jake. Please. | don’t care. I’m on the verge my 
— self!” 

Just as Nathan reached the end of his sentence, Jake 
eased his prick inside. Slowly and surely, he slid inside the 
tight heat of his mate. As he did, he let out a primal cry of 
possession. It was his mouth that had prepared him, his 
fingers that had opened him, and his prick that claimed him 
completely. 

Nathan lifted his hips, altering the angle of his passage, 
giving Jake more room, more depth, and as he did, Nathan 
made that luscious submissive cry that spoke directly to the 
beast within Jake. 

“Mine. | claim you for now and forever.” Jake pressed 
forward until they were tightly locked together. Just as he 
feared, once he was fully deep, he climaxed. 

Nathan bucked below him, rubbing his cock between 
their bellies, spilling his release over their flesh as Jake 
marked him deep. 

“What in the—” Jake rose up and looked down between 
their bodies. “Can you feel that?” 

“Your cock is swelling, locking into me.” 

“Does it hurt?” Jake was almost in a panic. As good as it 
felt, he would pull out if Nathan were in pain. 

“No. So good. You feel so good.” Nathan wrapped his 
arms around Jake’s shoulders and pulled him close with 
Surprising strength. “You’re not going anywhere.” 

“| don’t want to.” Carefully, Jake rolled until Nathan was 
on top of him. “There. This way | can hold you without 
crushing you.” 


“Didn’t | ever tell you how much | loved your weight 
pinning me down?” Nathan lifted up enough so they could 
see one another, and Jake swore his eyes seemed to have 
improved their night vision. Where before he could see 
Nathan in vague form, he now saw him clearly. 

“You liked me to hold you down?” 

“Oh, yeah. | remember that one time at that club where 
you were SO...” 

“Horny?” 

“Desperately so. You wrenched my pants down and my 
underwear, bent me over with my hands against a wall, and 
bam! You were inside me, pinning me against the wall, 
fucking me like an animal. All the while you hissed dirty 
words into my ear.” 

“I remember.” Jake’s hips gave an involuntary flick, 
drilling his prick a bit deeper into Nathan. “I had been 
thinking of you all week, and you wanted to dance. You, you 
tease, kept on shimmying your tight little ass against my 
prick all night.” Jake grasped his buttocks, one in each hand, 
and pressed him down as he rocked up. 

“| wanted you crazed. You were always so reserved.” 

“| was?” 

“You were passionate, but you always seemed to be 
holding back. Like you were afraid of something.” 

“Hurting you.” 

“Was that it?” 

“You're smaller than me, Nathan. | was afraid if | lost 
control, like | did that night, I’d hurt you.” 

“You didn’t.” 

“Yeah. You were so raunchy that night.” 

“Me? You’re the one who called me a dirty little tease 
who was going to get fucked so hard | wouldn’t be able to 
walk straight for a week.” 

Jake winced. “I really said that?” 

“Uh-huh.” Nathan squeezed his buttocks together, 
undulating his passage along Jake’s far too sensitive prick. 
“It was hot.” 


“Yeah?” Jake lowered his mouth to Nathan’s ear. “You like 
dirty talk?” 

“Only when it’s coming from your mouth.” 

“Speaking of coming in your mouth...” Jake described in 
excruciating detail how he wanted Nathan back on his knees 
like he had been at the Red Rock Café. Jake would pump his 
cock in and out of Nathan’s sweet lips until he came. 

Nathan shuddered and gripped against Jake’s shoulders 
as he climaxed. His tightening body compelled another 
release from Jake. All night they continued to talk dirty, find 
release, doze, then awaken to start the cycle again. By the 
time dawn broke, Jake was deliciously exhausted and utterly 
bound to his mate. Slowly, the knot at the base of his cock 
receded, releasing Nathan, causing both of them to whimper 
as they came apart. 

“What a night.” 

Nathan nodded. “We're not done yet.” 

“No?” Jake chuckled. “You want more? Damn, you're 
insatiable.” 

“Well, there’s one last step.” 

“Wait.” Jake lifted Nathan’s face and traced his finger 
lightly over his lips. “I thought this is what bound us?” 

“It does, but if we shift and then mate in that form, 
there’s more.” 

“Like?” 

“We can communicate telepathically.” 

“Yeah?” Jake pulled him close. “How do you know that?” 

“Elliot told me.” Nathan kissed Jake’s chin. “And like me 
you'll be reborn.” 

“Reborn?” 

“You'll get the allover tan, perfect teeth, fantastic 
eyesight, and your foreskin back.” 

Jake considered. “That does sound like a good deal.” 

“But you'll also have a shadow.” Nathan frowned. 

“You think that’s going to keep me from shifting?” Jake 
considered Nathan’s face. “Nothing would ever scare me 
away from being closer to you.” When Nathan smiled, Jake 


echoed his joy. “Your shadow owes me a favor. In fact, | 
think we can make a deal with them.” 

“A deal about what?” 

“| haven’t decided. | thought it would be wise to keep 
that favor tucked into my pocket. You just never know when 
having someone owing you one is going to come in handy.” 

“True.” Nathan rose from the bed and pulled Jake with 
him. “Come on. Let’s clean up, eat, and then shift.” 

“No more chickens for you, then?” 

Nathan’s laughter rang throughout the house, making 
Jake happier than he’d ever been. “Good God, no. No more 
chickens unless they’ve been plucked and cooked.” 

“I'll keep that in mind.” 

“What about Darcy?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Are you going to stay married to her?” Jake held his 
breath, waiting for Nathan’s answer. They couldn’t legally 
get married in Utah, but they certainly could in spirit. 

“No.” Nathan shook his head. “She’s been talking about 
a divorce for a while now, since we no longer need the 
protection for William. | think she really wants to date.” 
Nathan grinned up at him. “You can be happy about that. 
Really. | don’t think Darcy would mind. But | still want to be 
there for William. I’m the only dad he’s ever known.” 

“Absolutely.” 

As they showered, Jake found himself running his hand 
speculatively over Nathan’s belly. 

“That’s the fourth time you've done that.” Nathan 
flashed a dubious frown. “Is there something wrong with my 
stomach?” 

“No. Nothing.” Jake leaned over and kissed his tummy 
half a dozen times. “I just was thinking. How would you feel 
about having children?” 

“Are you high?” 

“What?” Jake laughed. 

“I’m a dude. You’re a dude. No matter how you do the 
math on that, we can’t make a baby together.” 


“What if we could?” The shadow’s taunting suggestion, 
once planted in the fertile ground of Jake’s imagination, 
simply gained a toehold and continued to grow. What if he 
and Nathan could have a child together? The idea was 
dangerously alluring. 

Nathan opened his mouth but nothing came out. “You 
know, | was there in the hospital with Darcy when she gave 
birth to William. Chicks have never been my thing, but after 
that, the horror show of her giving birth, I’d have to say they 
were even less so.” Nathan shivered dramatically and 
glanced down at his cock. “And trying to pass one of those 
things out of my dick sounds like nothing short of 
excruciatingly painful. | love William to pieces, but he barely 
fit coming out of her, so—” 

“Enough!” Jake lifted his hand and laughed. “I got the 
point.” But still the idea wouldn’t leave the back of his mind 
and probably never would. Jake wondered how other male 
couples coped with the idea of being childless. Oh, there 
was adoption, surrogates, but nothing was quite as 
compelling as a child that was formed from both of their 
DNA. Jake couldn’t stop picturing a child with both his and 
Nathan’s features. 

“Lets eat and then get outside.” Nathan was so 
enthusiastic about shifting he spread his joy to Jake. There 
was still some trepidation, but overall, he wanted to shift. 
Knowing that miraculous transformation, something that 
most humans could only dream of, was heady indeed, and 
Jake wanted to feel it firsthand. 

It didn’t take long for them to finish up breakfast and 
then shift into their coyote selves. Since Jake was paying 
attention, he felt when his shadow shifted off of him. His 
canine eyes were made for movement, and he watched as 
his shadow hoofed it for the foothills. He tracked him right 
up to one of the sandstone blocks that made up the 
towering face of the butte. It seemed to his watchful gaze 
that his shadow walked right through the stone. Ah. Now he 


understood how they had been able to take him and Nathan 
into a cave. The cave that they had was a shadow cave. 

Marshal had told Jake that he’d been all over the buttes 
as a child. He knew them as intimately as he knew all the 
land that comprised the ranch. He swore there was nothing 
even remotely like a cave up in the hills. Jake had wondered 
over it, and now he knew that what the shadows had done 
was create their own little shadow cave. Just as they were 
Shadows of the humans who shifted, they'd managed to 
shift the shadow of space into the solid rock. 

There, they would be out of sight until they attempted to 
gain a human body. Now that Jake knew some of their tricks, 
he’d be sure to warn the others. Jake didn’t believe for a 
moment that any of them would give up. Not with the way 
Nathan’s shadow had talked about becoming human. Even if 
they gained a body for only a few moments, Jake believed 
they would take that opportunity. But for now, they had 
gone away, leaving him and Nathan alone. 

As he ran through the high grass, chasing after Nathan, 
Jake became aware of his scent. Nathan’s scent as a coyote 
was just aS compelling as when he was human. Perhaps 
more so in that it had a shorter distance to go to touch 
Jake’s primal being. Hunger pushed him to leap upon his 
mate, grab him by the scruff of the neck, mount, and 
penetrate. 

Nathan’s howl only compelled him to push deeper and to 
growl sharply as he held him down. Just like that night in the 
club, Jake went a little crazy in his need. Nathan didn’t fight 
him but surrendered completely, which only served to egg 
him on. When he came, Jake tossed back his head and 
howled with triumph. 

“Oh, yes. Be all proud of yourself, you rutting beast!” 
Nathan called playfully. 

“lam beyond proud.” Jake let out another howl. “/ have 
the most wonderful mate in all the world!” 

They yipped, howled, and growled playfully as Jake 
locked into him just as he had last night. Eventually, he was 


finished marking his mate and let him up. 

“Damn. | don’t think l'Il be able to walk straight for a 
week.” 

Jake was instantly sniffing and licking at his mate, 
horrified that in his lust he’d injured him. 

“I’m kidding!” Nathan ran off, and Jake gave chase. 

“If you keep running, you'll never find out what I got 
you.” 

Nathan turned so fast Jake almost plowed right into him. 

“Wow. We have a much smaller turning radius in this 
form.” Nathan licked at Jake’s mouth. “What did you get 
me?” 

“Come back to the house and l'Il show you.” 

Even in coyote form Nathan gave him a rather dubious 
look. “Do you honestly want more sex?” 

“What? No. I really do have something for you. It’s 
something I’ve had for a long time. I’ve kept it for years and 
never understood why until the other day. | want to give it to 
you as a symbol that you’re my mate.” 

“Like Elliot’s green bandana?” 

“Yeah. | mean, if you want to wear it. You don’t have to.” 
When Elliot shifted, he kept the green bandana that Marshal 
had given him as a symbol of their mating. 

“Let’s go.” 

They frolicked back to the house. Jake felt odd using that 
word, but there was nothing else that described the way 
they ran and nipped at each other, playfully trying to trip 
one another. Jake felt a freedom in this form that he’d never 
even felt when he was a child. 

When they returned home, they shifted back to human, 
and just as he’d been told he had a perfect allover tan, his 
teeth were returned to their original state, his always 
intense brown eyes were even more so, and his foreskin was 
back. 

“You are Okay with that, right?” Nathan asked. 

“Oh, yeah. I’m just looking at it and realizing it’s very 
sensitive. | was always sad that mine was gone. | mean, | 


understand my parents had me snipped to make me look 
like everyone else, but | always wondered what | was 
missing out on.” 

“A lot.” 

“Hey, | didn’t lose all my lower body hair like you did.” 

“That’s only the beta partner. Come on, where is it?” 

“What?” Jake asked tauntingly. 

“Arg!” 

“Oh, right. A symbol of my love and devotion.” Jake went 
to his room with Nathan hot on his heels. From a carved 
wooden box that he’d always kept random treasures in, he 
extracted a necklace. “I’ve kept this for years. | can’t quite 
remember why | bought it or why | kept it, but I think it’s 
definitely meant for you.” 

“It’s a yin-yang symbol.” Nathan traced his fingertip over 
the black and white swirls that formed a circle. Each 
teardrop shape had the opposite color within it, almost like a 
little eye. “Doesn’t it mean eternal life or something like 
that?” 

“Well, it’s more like the unity of all things. Or the 
inherent duality of nature like life and death, joy and sorrow, 
love and hate. But in your case, | was thinking it symbolizes 
day and night but also the real Nathan and the shadow 
Nathan.” Jake put the necklace on him. The medallion was 
about the size of a quarter and hung right at the top of 
Nathan’s sternum. 

Nathan turned to the mirror and stroked the symbol with 
his head tilted to the side. 

“Do you like it?” Jake couldn’t quite read the expression 
on his face. 

“I love it.” Nathan grinned and turned. “And I love you.” 

Jake kissed his nose and then the medallion. 

“Don’t | have to give you something, too?” 

“You already did.” 

“| did?” 

“Elliot told me that after you shift back to human, your 
body is literally reborn and that includes your virginity.” Jake 


cupped Nathan shoulders and pulled him close. “So by 
becoming my mate, you gave me your innocence.” 

“Ah, and that works with my necklace, too. Innocence 
and lust.” 

“I thought the opposite of innocence was experience?” 

“Hmm. | think you’re right.” Nathan grinned up at him. 
“Come on, counselor, Come give me some more 
experience.” 

Jake was more than happy to oblige. 


THE END 
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